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Destroying Ivory 

Wildlife experts estimate that 96 African elephants per day are being poached in the 

wild.  It’s amazing to me that after 6 decades of serious elephant conservation efforts, 

there remains such illegal pressure on the species.  All for trinkets, really. 

Some progress is that Vietnam is the latest country to destroy its stockpiles of illegal 

wildlife products. 

Officials with the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development of Vietnam say they are 

considering crushing their elephant ivory, rhino horn, and tiger bone to help curb the 

market in these illegal resources. 

Vietnam would join other countries that have recently destroyed their stockpiles of 

confiscated illegal wildlife items, often used in traditional Asian medicines, luxury goods 

and souvenirs. 

France recently pulverized more than 15,000 pieces of ivory, mostly trinkets seized at 

airports over a 20-year span. China burned six tons of ivory in January. The United 

States crushed its ivory stockpile for the first time in November. Officials in Hong Kong 

announced they would start burning more than 30 tons of elephant tusks and other ivory 

products throughout the first half of this year. 

These public crushes and burns are largely symbolic, intended to delegitimize ivory and 

send a message of zero-tolerance to poachers and traffickers. 

http://www.livescience.com/33605-rhino-chinese-medicine.html
http://www.livescience.com/42340-china-destroys-illegal-ivory.html
http://www.livescience.com/41229-us-crushes-stockpile-of-elephant-ivory.html
http://www.livescience.com/41229-us-crushes-stockpile-of-elephant-ivory.html
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Backpacking Bugs 

Here’s some high-tech ingenuity. 

Last year, Australia banned the use of the pesticides dimethoate and fenthion, used by 

horticulturalists to keep Queensland fruit fly (also called Q-fly) at bay, after finding that 

these chemicals pose an unacceptable risk to human health.  

But the pesticide ban has opened up the opportunity to develop a more sophisticated – 

and benign – way to beat the Q-fly. 

Bizarre as it might sound, flies wearing tiny radio-tracking backpacks help by revealing 

the fruit flies' movements – and by extension, the best places to release sterile males to 

reduce the population. 

Figuring out where insects spend their time, how far they travel and what they are doing 

has traditionally been very difficult to do in real time. That makes it difficult to develop 

eradication strategies beyond blanket treatments over wide areas. 

But the new micro-tracking technique, known as “swarm sensing”, can reveal this 

information in unprecedented detail. 

This strategy has already helped.  5000 bees in Tasmania were successfully fitted with 

the chips to improve honeybee pollination and productivity on farms. 

http://www.apvma.gov.au/products/review/current/dimethoate.php
http://www.apvma.gov.au/products/review/current/fenthion.php
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Pandas vs. Horses 

2014 is the year of Year of the Horse in China. But pandas, it turns out, aren't 

celebrating. 

Why not? Because livestock, particularly horses, have been identified as a significant 

threat to panda survival. The reason: Horses have been beating pandas to the bamboo. 

Pandas have specific habitat needs — they live in gently sloping areas far from human 

populations. And they only eat bamboo.  China invests billions to protect its panda 

habitat and conserve the 1,600 remaining endangered animals supported by this 

habitat. 

For years, timber harvesting has been the panda's biggest threat. But conservation 

programs limiting timber harvesting have chalked up wins in preserving natural areas. 

But over the years, researchers have been seeing uninvited guests serving themselves 

at the bamboo buffet — and they were eating like horses … literally.  Horse damage left 

areas looking like someone had been in there with a lawn mower. 

Because horses are prohibited from grazing in designated grazing areas, to prevent 

them from competing for food with cattle, some farmers have been letting horses graze 

unattended in forests. Livestock affect make up 20 percent of all of the earth's land 

mammals and therefore monopolize key resources needed to maintain the earth's 

fragile ecosystems. 

http://www.livescience.com/19493-giant-panda-breeding-climate-change.html
http://www.livescience.com/24697-giant-panda-climate-change-bamboo-impact.html
http://www.livescience.com/44299-horses-threaten-pandas-nsf-bts.html
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Eating the Moa 

Fossils are all that's left of the giant wingless birds called moa that once roamed New 

Zealand. These big-bodied megaherbivores, some of them weighing over  250 

kilograms, disappeared soon after Polynesians colonized the islands in the late 13th 

century. 

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

time humans entered the scene. Others had proposed the birds' population collapsed in 

the wake of volcanic eruptions or the spread of diseases, before they ever met Homo 

sapiens. A new study, however, suggests humans are responsible for the birds' demise. 

Elsewhere the situation may be more complex, but in the case of New Zealand the 

evidence provided by ancient DNA is now clear: The megafaunal extinctions were the 

result of human factors. 

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

together the demographic trends across four different species of moa during the 5,000 

years leading up to their extinction. They say they found no genetic signatures of 

decline. 

Archaeological evidence shows that moa were hunted voraciously and vanished just 

one or two centuries after humans showed up in New Zealand. In addition to 

overhunting, other indirect human impacts could have contributed to the moa's quick 

decline, including fires and the introduction of invasive species. 

http://www.livescience.com/42076-giant-moa-loses-weight.html
http://www.livescience.com/44291-humans-to-blame-for-giant-birds-extinction.html
http://www.livescience.com/topics/extinction/
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Stinky Cuckoos 

Cuckoos are the freeloaders of the animal kingdom, laying their eggs in other birds' 

nests. But such slackers may not be total parasites. 

A study of great spotted cuckoos and the carrion crows that raise the cuckoos' young 

finds that young cuckoos secrete a noxious substance that repels predators that come 

to attack the nest. These results suggest cuckoos and crows have a mutually beneficial 

relationship. 

Researchers were studying carrion crows in Spain when they noticed a strange pattern. 

When cuckoos were present at a crow's nest, the nest had lower chances of being 

predated by feral cats and birds of prey. And when threatened, the baby cuckoos 

released a stinky secretion, which seemed to deter the predators.  

So, this chemical defense of the cuckoo turns what we thought was parasitism into 

mutualism. 

To test their theory, researchers moved cuckoos that were in crow's nests to nests 

without cuckoos. Nests newly occupied by cuckoos had fewer predators attack them 

than cuckoo-free nests, suggesting the interlopers were, in fact, benefitting the crows. 

Even so, all cuckoos aren't off the hook. There are two kinds of cuckoos: those that 

evict all the eggs and chicks from the nest of the host bird, and those that lay their eggs 

alongside the host bird's eggs without evicting them.  

http://www.livescience.com/14061-weirdest-animal-mothering-tricks.html
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Bonobo Nature 

Bonobos are the least known of the great apes.  Yet they are so closely related to 

people that they share 98.7 percent of humans' DNA. Along with chimpanzees, they are 

humans' closest living relatives. Still, barely anyone knows what a bonobo is. In a 

survey by the Hominoid Psychology Research Group, only 15 percent of college grads 

knew that bonobos are great apes.  

But bonobos are famous for one thing.  They “make love not war.”  Bonobos are wildly 

affectionate apes, frequently frolicking with any and all members of their troop. 

Sex for fun in bonobos, and many other animals, plays a social function. There is 

stress-relief sex, make-up sex and random hook-up sex. Chimpanzees, humans' more 

violent cousins, do not seem to use sex in this way. They occasionally torture each 

other, kill strangers and demonstrate other echoes of humanity's dark side.  

Bonobos, who use sex to resolve conflict, have never been seen to kill each other. They 

share food. They are more cooperative than chimpanzees. And they are nicer to 

strangers than they are to friends. To bonobos, a peaceful, sexual existence is the most 

natural thing in the world. 

Unfortunately, not all is well on the left bank of the Congo River, where the bonobos 

live.  Like many other tropical African primates, the species is endangered by 

encroachment into their forest homes, and the deadly bushmeat trade that follows. 
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World’s Deadliest Spiders 

Spiders form the largest part of the arachnid family, with about 40,000 different species 

of spiders crawling the planet. And about a dozen of these species are deadly enough 

to kill a human.  

The most deadly of all are: 

The Brazilian wandering spider, or banana spider, has repeatedly ranked as the world's 

most venomous spider in "Guinness World Records." Fittingly, it belongs to the genus 

Phoneutria, which means "murderess" in Greek.  

The spider's bite is potent enough to kill a human within minutes if antidote isn't 

delivered.  

The deadly Australian funnel web spiders owe their name to the conical webs these 

creatures use as burrows or prey traps. The deadliest funnel web spider family includes 

about 40 species in Australia, such as the notorious Sydney funnel spider and its tree-

dwelling cousins. 

And right in your backyard lives one of the world’s deadliest spiders. Black 
widow spiders like to lurk in woodpiles, sheds, outdoor furniture and chain-link fences, 

and some basement crawl spaces. 

So be careful of these little, leggy beasts. But if all these eight-legged horrors scare you, 

keep in mind that most deadly spiders are shy and attack only when threatened. 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/spiders/
http://www.livescience.com/22122-types-of-spiders.html
http://www.livescience.com/22122-types-of-spiders.html
http://www.livescience.com/41591-brazilian-wandering-spiders.html
http://www.livescience.com/41515-funnel-web-spiders.html
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Dracula Ants 

Dracula ants, so named because they suck the blood of their young in a process 

dubbed "nondestructive cannibalism," were first discovered in a rotting log in 

Madagascar more than a decade ago. 

But looks can be deceiving for the Dracula ants. 

The role of an individual in a colony is not always obvious by its appearance. Ants that 

look similar may be minor workers in one species but queens in another species. 

For instance, the workers sometimes become queen ants; the queens may have short, 

nonexistent or large wings; and the queens can often be smaller than the workers. In 

addition, the genus had three different modes of reproduction, making classification 

even more difficult. 

After collecting and scrutinizing thousands of the ants in Madagascar for two decades, 

scientists figured out a method for distinguishing new species. 

It turned out the ants start out as either a male, a large queen or a major or minor 

worker.  Though some of the workers may then go on to reproduce or even become 

queens, identifying the species requires knowing these origin states, not the current 

role, of the ant.  

Using this new framework, researchers were able to reclassify several existing species 

and identify six completely new ones.   

http://www.livescience.com/10635-queen-ant-sacrifice-colony-retain-throne.html
http://www.livescience.com/38362-madagascar-new-species-rate-declines.html
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Japanese Whaling Ban 

Japan has been ordered to halt its whaling program in Antarctica, after the U.N.'s 

International Court of Justice ruled the practice is not for scientific purposes, as Japan 

has previously argued. 

The court's 12-4 ruling requires Japan to stop issuing whaling permits and licenses until 

changes are made to the program.  In the ruling the court wrote, “The evidence does 

not establish that the program's design and implementation are reasonable in relation to 

achieving its stated objectives.” 

Australia brought the case before the International Court of Justice in 2010, arguing that 

Japan's whaling program in Antarctica was masking commercial interests. Since the 

controversial program began in 2005, Japan has caught approximately 3,600 minke 

whales, though the scientific gains have been questionable and the whale meat was 

eventually sold in Japan for food. 

While this is progress toward the protection of endangered whales, it is important to 

note that this is not a total ban on whaling.  The Japanese are still free to do their so 

called science closer to home, in the north Pacific Ocean. 

And two other nations, Norway and Iceland, still harvest whales for food, although their 

markets are not as great as Japan’s has long been. 

http://www.livescience.com/44485-japan-antarctica-whaling-program.html
http://www.livescience.com/21677-antarctica-facts.html
http://www.livescience.com/44273-minke-whale-miscounting.html
http://www.livescience.com/44273-minke-whale-miscounting.html
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How Do Sea Snakes Drink? 

Like most creatures, sea snakes need to hydrate from time to time, yet they live in a 

world of mostly undrinkable sea water. What’s a thirsty sea snake to do? 

They find places where it is raining heavily, wait for pools -- called “lenses”-- of fresh 

water to form on the surface, and drink. They have the handy advantage of not needing 

to do that very often, sometimes going six or seven months without a drink. 

When you have a good rain storm, there’s a lot of fresh water falling on the ocean 

surface. It’s less dense than sea water so it tends to float.  How big the lens is, how 

pure it is, and how long it lasts, depends on how much rainfall there is and the nature of 

the mixing conditions at the time, driven by wind, and other factors.  But following a big 

storm a freshwater lens can be thicker than 3 feet, and can persist for several days. 

Sea snakes are built for survival and are able to survive for months without a good 

drink.  Snakes lose body water slowly in sea water, but are able to retain a great 

amount of it for a long time. Their skins also are impermeable to sea water. 

A hydrated snake is up to 80 percent water. Most animals, including humans, have 

around 60 percent. 

Other sea creatures also rely on complex methods to hydrate. Dolphins gain water from 

the bodies of the fish they eat. They also invariably ingest saltwater but have 

physiological ways of excreting the salt, helped by special structures in their kidneys. 

Seals in polar climes eat snow. 
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Wolf Packs 

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

of participating wolves and the social status of each wolf. 

The methods show a striking resemblance to human-run businesses, which serve as 

another example of animal cooperation to meet a shared goal. In the case of wolves, 

that goal is to kill other animals for survival. 

There are benefits and drawbacks to such cooperation, however. 

The cooperation of multiple hunters presumably sometimes allows them to successfully 

capture prey that none of them would be able to capture on their own.  This is the 

benefit of cooperation. On the other hand, those hunting together have to share their 

spoils; this is the cost of cooperation. 

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

wolves can then form full circle around the victim. Once surrounded, the victim has little 

chance of escaping. 

This type of pack is also successful because each wolf participant gets a nice share of 

the meat reward, sustaining them and motivating them to work hard during the next 

hunt. 

Wolf hunting parties larger than four or five often involve adults demonstrating to young 

how to bring down their prey. 
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Hummingbird Evolution 

Hummingbirds have evolved into hundreds of different species very rapidly over the 

past 22 million years. 

A total of 338 hummingbird species are known to flutter the New World today in a wide 

variety of environments, including highly inhospitable mountaintops with low oxygen 

levels. Researchers were interested in studying how these birds evolved to inhabit 

these harsh environments, but they needed a concrete family tree to do so. Such a tree 

had not yet been developed, so a team of researchers worked for about a decade to 

compile one using information from fossils, museum specimens and living species. 

The new evolutionary tree, or phylogeny, shows that hummingbirds began splitting off 

from ancestral swifts and tree swifts roughly 42 million years ago, likely in Eurasia. The 

first evidence of the common ancestor of all modern hummingbirds appears much later, 

about 22 million years ago, in South America. Given the frequent feeding schedule the 

birds rely on to keep their wings flapping so quickly, researchers think the birds entered 

South America by way of North America, feeding along the way, rather than flying over 

the ocean.   

Once in South America, the birds diversified rapidly into nine groups and hundreds of 

separate species that took advantage of many different environments, but they all fed 

on nectar. 

http://www.livescience.com/44593-first-hummingbird-evolutionary-tree.html
http://www.livescience.com/44593-first-hummingbird-evolutionary-tree.html
http://www.livescience.com/3877-hummingbirds-hover.html
http://www.livescience.com/1072-secret-hummingbirds-amazing-energy.html
http://www.livescience.com/1072-secret-hummingbirds-amazing-energy.html
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Whale Stranding 

On April 1, while the U.S. and other navies played war games somewhere offshore, 

Cuvier's beaked whales began stranding along the southern coast of Crete. Those on 

the scene knew right away what they were dealing with, for the strandings were only the 

most recent in a line of similar calamities in the region, going back two decades. And in 

this case, as in the previous ones, all signs pointed to the U.S. Navy and its allies. 

Cuvier's beaked whales are a remarkable species. They have the deepest recorded 

dives of all marine mammals, some descending an astonishing 3,000 meters below the 

water's surface before coming up for air. Favoring deep water, they don't strand nearly 

as often as coastal species. 

Yet according to the Smithsonian Institution and International Whaling Commission, 

every multi-species beaked-whale mass stranding on record everywhere in the world 

has occurred with naval activities, usually sonar exercises, taking place in the vicinity. 

Recent naval exercises included anti-submarine warfare training, which requires the use 

of high-powered military sonar. 

These events, and others like it, keep driving home a simple fact: Military sonar and 

marine mammals don't mix. When navies continue to operate as they, they approach 

something like reckless indifference, like barrelling a truck down a crowded city street. 

Our oceans are large enough to accommodate whales and military training, if our navies 

take precautions to do it the right way. 

http://vet.sagepub.com/content/42/4/446
http://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/handle/10023/3741
http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0068725
http://rsbl.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/9/4/20130223.full
http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0017009
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1748-7692.2007.00152.x/abstract;jsessionid=DE1D0D44281F46CCE17DEEC5D10024EA.f02t04
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1748-7692.2007.00152.x/abstract;jsessionid=DE1D0D44281F46CCE17DEEC5D10024EA.f02t04
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Animal Olympians 

As for running, everybody knows the cheetah is the gold medalist, clocking in at 

recorded speeds of 64 mph.  That’s twice as fast as the quickest human, while the 

pronghorn antelope would likely be on the medal stand at the animal olympics, pulling 

out a speed of 55 mph. Even the fastest running bird, the ostrich, may also take home a 

medal in one of the running events, clocking some 40 mph. 

And don’t think just race horses or greyhounds can out sprint us.  Try catching your 

house cat, a squirrel, or rabbit in your back yard. 

Don’t worry though, us bipedallers would give the Dromedary camel a run for its money, 

at least the fastest of us would. Human runners max out at a speed of 23.4 miles per 

hour.  The Dromedary camel tops out at 22 mph.  

In the pool, Michael Phelps would have some competition - sailfish can reach a 

swimming speed of 67 mph. 

And if you think we’re slow runners or swimmers compared to the animal kingdom, how 

about jumping?!  World champ Mike Powell had record-breaking jumps of 29.36 feet  in 

the long jump, but that's nothing for a red kangaroo, which can leap 42 feet in a single 

hop. 

http://www.livescience.com/21944-usain-bolt-vs-cheetah-animal-olympics.html
http://www.livescience.com/21944-usain-bolt-vs-cheetah-animal-olympics.html
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Cheetah Speed 

Ever wonder why cheetahs are faster than say, tigers or rhinos?  Physiologists studying 

lizard locomotion have found that running speed peaks in midsize animals, whose 

bodies hit a sweet spot of long legs and low body mass. The cheetah is a near-perfect 

blend of those two attributes. 

Typically, bigger animals tend to run faster than smaller animals, because they have 

longer legs.  Longer legs allow the animal to cover more ground per stride and hit higher 

speeds. 

But this only works up to a point.   The fastest land animal is neither the biggest nor the 

smallest, but something in between. Think about the size of an elephant, a mouse and 

a cheetah. 

To chart the relationship between running speed and body size, scientists studied 

monitor lizards, which vary substantially in size. Testing within a single species helped 

control for other variables, such as evolutionary adaptations that might make one 

species purposely slower. 

They looked at how the mechanics of the stride changed with body size, and found that 

above a certain size, lizards were changing the way they ran, due to a decreased ability 

of the bones and muscles to support a larger body mass. 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/33875-cheetahs-fastest-lizards.html
http://www.livescience.com/33875-cheetahs-fastest-lizards.html
http://www.livescience.com/32116-what-is-the-worlds-fastest-animal.html
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Monogamous Monkeys  

Unlike many humans, some monkeys are genuinely faithful to their mates. 

A species known as Azara's owl monkeys tends to be monogamous.  New research 

found that the monkeys' inclination to be faithful was related to the male monkeys' 

tendency to care for their offspring. 

Researchers had known before this study that members of the Azara's species were 

socially monogamous, which means that males and females live in pairs. But in 

animals, including humans, social monogamy is not always equivalent to what 

researchers call genetic monogamy, where females and males only reproduce with their 

mates.  

True genetic monogamy is in fact extremely rare. 

But in studies of wild owl monkeys, researchers found that both male and female 

monkeys in the study were faithful to their mates, and that all the offspring were indeed 

genetically related to their male parents. 

It's thought that, in this case, a male can gain more by caring for his offspring than by 

trying to find additional mates. This is especially true in species in which females may 

be hard for males to find, because of the conditions in which the animals dwell. 

http://www.livescience.com/6988-male-monkeys-fatten-pregnancy.html
http://www.livescience.com/117-monkeys-pay-female-monkey-bottoms.html
http://www.livescience.com/117-monkeys-pay-female-monkey-bottoms.html
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Dolphin Sleep 

Have you ever wondered how dolphins sleep in the ocean? 

Well, for humans and other land mammals, sleep involves partial or total 

unconsciousness, the inactivation of all voluntary muscles (those that are consciously 

controlled) and the suspension of senses such as vision and smell. 

But the same thing isn't true for dolphins and other whales. 

Instead, these animals undergo an unusual form of sleep called "unihemispheric slow-

wave sleep."  

When it's time to rest, a dolphin will shut down only one hemisphere of its brain, and 

close the opposite eye (the left eye will be closed when the right half of the brain sleeps, 

and vice versa). During this time, the other half of the brain monitors what's going in the 

environment and controls breathing functions. 

Sometimes, dolphins will hang motionless at the surface of the water during sleep, while 

other times, they may swim slowly.  

Within a 24-hour period, each half of a dolphin’s brain gets about 4 hours of sleep. 

In case you’re wondering why they sleep like this, dolphins would likely drown if they 

didn't keep half of their brain active, because their breathing is always consciously 

controlled. 

http://www.livescience.com/678-dolphins-spin.html
http://www.livescience.com/7763-dolphins-eye-sleeping.html
http://www.livescience.com/44822-how-do-dolphins-sleep.html
http://www.livescience.com/24061-dolphins-stay-awake-weeks.html
http://www.livescience.com/24061-dolphins-stay-awake-weeks.html
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How Flies Fly So Well 

Catching a fly isn't easy, as anyone who's ever tried to swat one knows. Why are they 

so hard to catch? It could be because they maneuver like fighter jets. 

Using high-speed video cameras, a team of researchers captured the lightning-fast wing 

and body motion of fruit flies as the insects performed rapid, banked turns to avoid a 

looming threat.  

The species of fruit flies in the study, Drosophila hydei, is known for its excellent flying 

ability. Scientists have sometimes compared their flight to "swimming" through the air, 

but the flies' airborne gymnastics are actually closer to those of a fighter pilot. 

These flies roll up to 90 degrees — some are almost upside down — to maximize their 

force, and escape. 

And the flies can change course in less than 1/100th of a second — 50 times faster than 

the blink of an eye. 

The insects usually flap their wings 200 times per second, but to avoid intruders, they 

are able to change direction with barely more than a single flap, producing a force that 

propel them away from the danger. 

Fruit flies have tiny brains, yet they are capable of flight maneuvers that are much more 

complex than those of many other flying insects. For example, moths have larger brains 

than flies do, but they just dive to the ground to avoid being caught by bats. 

http://www.livescience.com/32251-where-do-fruit-flies-come-from.html
http://www.livescience.com/8098-brain-activity-measured-flies-fly.html
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Early Oxygen 

Today's climate change doesn't hold a candle to the chemical warfare waged on Earth 

more than 2 billion years ago. 

Before plants developed the power of photosynthesis, single-celled life survived on 

chemicals, not sunlight, burning through hydrogen, methane and sulfur, among other 

yummy compounds. These "anaerobes" that live without oxygen were poisoned when 

blue-green algae called cyanobacteria evolved photosynthesis and started exhaling 

oxygen. The highly reactive gas combines with metals and proteins in anaerobic cells, 

killing them. But cyanobacteria thrived, turning sunlight into sugar and excreting oxygen 

as waste. 

Fossil evidence shows that oxygen levels suddenly rose starting 2.5 billion years ago — 

a spike called the "Great Oxidation Event." The jump was long held up as evidence for 

when cyanobacteria evolved photosynthesis. But a recent study joins a growing body of 

data that suggests the earliest sun-lovers appeared long before this oxygen spike 

Many researchers now think the first photosynthetic organisms lived on Earth 3 billion 

years ago. And like art restorers who find a hidden image under an Old Master painting, 

these scientists are discovering a new picture of Earth's first breath. 

But whether 2.5 or 3 billion years, clearly the Earth was a very different place before 

green plants, oxygen, and even fire were around. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/44308-first-oxygen-breathers-on-earth.html
http://www.space.com/21551-alien-life-sunless-photosynthesis.html
http://www.livescience.com/44308-first-oxygen-breathers-on-earth.html
http://www.livescience.com/44308-first-oxygen-breathers-on-earth.html
http://www.livescience.com/44308-first-oxygen-breathers-on-earth.html
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Why Do Cats Have Whiskers? 

Men might grow a beard or maintain a mustache just for extra style points, but the facial 

hair of the cat has nothing to do with fashion. A cat's whiskers — or vibrissae — are a 

well-honed sensory tool that helps a cat ‘see’ in the dark and steer clear of hungry 

predators. 

Whiskers are highly sensitive tactile hairs that grow in patterns on a cat's muzzle, above 

its eyes and elsewhere on its body, like the ears, jaw and forelegs. At the root of each of 

these long, stiff hairs is a follicle loaded with nerves. 

By brushing its whiskers against an object, a cat can detect the precise location, size 

and texture of the object, even in the dark. This feature proves particularly useful for a 

cat trying to gauge whether it can fit into a tight space. Whiskers also detect changes in 

air currents, helping cats detect approaching dangers.   

Of course, cats aren't the only mammals with whiskers. Most mammalian species, 

including some primates, are equipped with these extrasensory receptors. Biologists 

think mammals developed whiskers because they needed help sensing their 

environments at night. 

The first small mammals shared the world with dinosaurs and had to adapt to hunting 

nocturnally, when their predators were less active. Whiskers helped these hungry 

animals find food and navigate dark terrain. This evolutionary adaptation also helps to 

explain why the whiskers of many nocturnal or aquatic carnivores — like rats, seals and 

walruses — are so prominent. 

http://www.livescience.com/44196-why-do-cats-have-whiskers.html
http://www.livescience.com/topics/cats/
http://www.livescience.com/40459-what-do-cats-see.html
http://www.livescience.com/6583-seals-whiskers-track-fish-hundreds-feet.html
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Oldest Living Animal 

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

are amazing.  Box turtles live over 100 years.  Giant Galapagos tortoises over 150.  And 

some of the great whales are known to live that long.  But the world record for birthdays 

celebrated belongs to a 507 year old quahog clam. 

To determine how old the clam was, scientists counted the number of rings on its shell. 

Just like trees, clams have growth rings, with each ring representing the same amount 

of time. Clam growth rings are visible on the inside and outside of the shell, but the rings 

on the inside of the shell are better protected, and therefore usually more reliable. 

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

suspected. Because it was so very old, some of the rings on the inside of the shell had 

gotten compressed, and it was difficult to determine just how many of them there were. 

More recently, the same scientific team applied more sophisticated dating methods to 

the clam’s shell, including the carbon-14 method. 

Although the clam’s age has been determined, its shell still has a lot of information to 

impart. Embedded in its rings in the form of oxygen isotopes are 500 years of clues 

about the changing ocean temperature. Scientists also hope to learn its secret to such a 

long life. 

 

 

 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – May 2014 Scripts 
 
 

©2014 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Barn Owls  

The barn owl, Latin name Tyto alba, is one species with a truly global range.   In fact, it 

is the most widely distributed of the more than 200 species of owls.  Barn owls nest in 

the Midwest, where I live, where they are endangered.  They are depicted in 

hieroglyphics on the pyramids.  And I have even seen them in flight over the Okavango 

Delta in Botswana. 

 

Barn owls are specialists.  Unlike their bigger cousins, such as the great horned owl, 

who can eat anything they can catch, barn owls focus on small rodents.  Their favorite 

prey includes meadow mice and meadow voles.   Although they have a 3foot plus 

wingspan, a barn owl only weighs about half a pound, so small critters have to be what 

makes up their menu. 

 

Barn owls get their name from their habit of nesting in old barns or the attics of 

buildings.  In fact, a fun folklore tale is that the barn owl is responsible for the ghost 

story.  They are white, as are ghosts in many cultures around the world.  They are silent 

when they fly, which is an important owl trait.  You can sometimes feel the wind rush by 

when they fly, in this case from the whoosh of their wings. 

 

Of course, barn owls, do love to live in abandoned buildings, which give them some 

solitude, but can be construed as being haunted. 

 

And you have to admit that their screechy scream would be pretty spooky in the dark of 

night. 


