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Animal Dads 
 

Lots of animals, including elephants and people, live in matriarchies where the moms do the 

preponderance of rearing the young.  But in some species it’s the dad that gets it done.  

Seahorse males famously brood their young, for example, and father wolves barf up their dinner 

for their offsping to share. 

 

Male marmosets take care of their offspring as newborns — even licking and grooming them at 

birth. If that isn't sweet enough, consider this: After his babies are born, a marmoset daddy 

doesn't look twice at an ovulating female, despite stereotypes that male animals are always out 

to spread their genes. 

 

A father fox takes on babysitting responsibilities while the mother is off foraging. In fact, the 

males of bat-eared foxes spend as much if not more time guarding, grooming and rearing the 

young as the females. This nocturnal species lives in family groups with a monogamous mating 

pair and their young. 

 

Giant water bugs, also known as toe-biters and alligator ticks, are not pleasant company due to 

their painful bite. But father water bugs are dedicated to their eggs. After mating, the female 

glues a brood of more than 100 eggs to her partner's back. He'll carry his future offspring 

around for the following weeks, airing them out and combing his legs through the eggs 

periodically, protecting them from fungal infection.  
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Caterpillar Poop 
 
Scientists have discovered that armyworm caterpillars can send chemical signals to plants 

through their poop, or frass. 

 

It turns out that the caterpillar frass tricks the plant into sensing that it is being attacked by 

fungal pathogens. 

 

Corn plants can deal with only one kind of attack at a time, so while a corn plant is dealing with 

the perceived "fungal infection," the caterpillar is left to feast on the plant's leaves. Normally, a 

plant will recognize chemical signatures from insect secretions, which helps the plant know 

when to raise its defenses. In many cases, this includes producing a biochemical that repels 

herbivores, such as insects. 

 

But chemical signals from the caterpillar's poop act as crafty diversions. 

To study this, researchers applied frass extract to the leaves of some corn plants and compared 

caterpillar growth of those that fed on treated leaves with those that munched on untreated 

leaves. 

 

They then measured how frass-treated corn leaves affected defensive performance on plants 

exposed to a fungal pathogen — in this case, spores of a fungus that causes blight in corn.  

Over time the plant adjusts to defend itself against what it saw as a fungal threat instead of an 

insect threat. 
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Pregnant Male Seahorses 
 

Seahorses are syngnathid fishes — the only animal family in which males, not females, carry 

their young. In seahorse sex, the female deposits her eggs into a "brood pouch" on the male's 

stomach, where he fertilizes them. The expectant dad then carries the eggs in this pouch during 

the 24-day gestation period until he gives birth, using abdominal contractions to expel the live 

young, which are then on their own to survive.  

 

Until recently researchers knew little about what took place in the brood pouch of the pot-bellied 

seahorse during pregnancy.  To find out, an international team of researchers looked at how 

genes were turned on and off during the course of the expecting dads' pregnancies. They 

compared this activity with that found in the brood pouches of nonpregnant males.  

They specifically looked at ribonucleic acid, or RNA in the seahorses' brood pouches  (RNA is 

produced when a gene is turned on and tells the cell to build the protein that the gene encodes.)  

Pregnancy led to an uptick in the expression of genes involved in nutrient transport within the 

brood pouch.  Things like fats, and calcium, were transported from the dad to the developing 

fetus. 

 

Basically, the brood pouch serves the same function as the uterus of mammals and reptiles. As 

such, these findings help shed light on the evolution of live birth, called viviparity.  
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Wild Parents 
 

A polygamous bird that keeps a harem of up to a dozen females doesn't seem like he'd be in 

the running to win Father of the Year. But what the rhea lacks in monogamy, he makes up for 

with paternal dedication. The male rhea builds nests for his mates to lay their eggs in, and then 

he incubates the eggs and cares for the young while the moms move on to mate with other 

males. Papa rhea is very protective of his young — and at 50 kilograms and about 2 meters in 

height, he makes a formidable bodyguard. 

 

Another ratite, the Emu, makes for a sturdy parent, with adults even larger than rheas and 

nearly as tall as ostrich.  And papa emus can't be beat. Dad builds their substantial nest all by 

himself.  Then, After mama lays her clutch of some six to 11 eggs, she wanders off to find 

another mate while he watches over the incubating eggs for about 60 days. And then, as a 

single parent, the male cares for his emu chicks for up to two years. 

 

Spotted sandpiper ladies, it seems, get to have all the fun, at the expense of Dad. In this 

polyandrous species the female is much larger than the male and mates with several males. 

She stakes out her bachelorette pad where she lures in a mate. The real kicker? After laying her 

four eggs in a ground nest, she flits off to find another guy pal, leaving the male sandpiper to 

incubate the eggs and then tend to the young for at least four weeks.  
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Cannabalistic Frogs 
 

It's a frog-eat-frog world out there. 

 

While it may seem like frogs are insectivores (a long tongue snatching a fly comes to mind), 

these amphibians are actually "generalist" carnivores. They will eat just about any small critter 

they can swallow, including other frogs, according to a new study. 

It's no secret that frogs sometimes snack on their cousins. In fact, biologists have conducted 

studies showing that certain frogs eat members of their own species, in addition to frogs of other 

species.   

 

While scientists have known about this frog-on-frog predation, they haven't really looked at the 

reasons behind it. What factors make a frog want to hunt other frogs, for example? And are 

certain frogs more likely than others to gobble up their own kind?   

 

To get to the bottom of the mystery, researchers in South Africa recently conducted a review of 

the available scientific literature on frog diets from all over the world. About one-fifth of the 355 

studies included in the review mentioned frogs eating other frogs. The finding reinforced what 

the researchers already knew: It's not uncommon for a frog to chow down on another frog. 

It seems that frogs, if they are in the right place at the right time, will eat anything that moves 

Reserchers have found that invasive species often are the ones to engage in anuraphagy, or 

frog-eating. 
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Selective Logging 
 

OK, while we all wish that people would just leave the Amazon alone and not log any more 

trees, the reality is that the timber industry is here to stay.  So, the onus is on us to find ways to 

log smarter. 

 

And researchers in Brazil have discovered that with careful management, selectively logged 

tropical Amazonian forests can actually play a positive role in climate stabilization.  New findings 

show that sustainably logged tropical forests continue to play a key role in global carbon 

sequestration, with important implications for global climate. 

 

Amazon forests logged with reduced-impact logging techniques can recover their initial carbon 

stock in 7 to 21 years, which is a tremendous improvement on clear cutting. 

 

Not to mention how important these same forests are to all the other creatures that call them 

home. 

 

So, why are these lower impact logging methods so important?  Well, about half of the 

remaining Amazon forest is designated for timber production.  So, while conservationists may 

dream of a hands-off approach in the region, it is essential that people get better at logging 

sustainably. 

 

And research like this can provide measurable scientific data that can help both companies and 

governments make better informed decisions.  Consumers too, since just this week I was at a 

Home Depot looking at inexpensive plywood from Equador and wanted to learn more about its 

origin before buying any.  
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Giraffes Hum.  Who Knew? 
 

Animals communicate in many ways, some with familiar vocalizations, such as a lion’s roar or 

the call of a songbird.  But when you think of a giraffe, you don’t typically think of any 

vocalizations at all.  Giraffes are stately, silent creatures. 

 

But now, biologists say they have discovered that giraffes hum.   After reviewing almost 1000 

hours of sound recordings in three European zoos, researchers heard the same sort on 

humming coming from the animals in the middle of the night. 

 

The “hum” turned out to be a low frequency sound, of about 92 hertz. That’s not infrasound like 

elephants are famous for using for long distance calls.  But it’s not easy for people to hear, 

either.   

 

Scientists are not sure what the humming is for, but vocalizations in other species with similar 

social structure is known to convey information about things like age, gender, sexual arousal, 

dominance or reproductive states.  Or it could just be like the purring of a cat. 

Today, more and more is being learned about the social lives of animals.  One of the great 

leaps forward in human understanding of wild lives began 55 years ago when a young woman 

named Jane Goodall went to the forest and discovered that wild animals have individual 

personalities and traits. 

 

And now we know that even giraffes have vocal communication. 
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Global Warming & Mosquitoes 
 

As if global warming wasn’t already bad enough, now new research shows that it is leading to 

an increased number of mosquitoes!   

 

Over the past decade researchers have documented that melting ice in Arctic ponds and rivers 

has helped shift the mosquito breeding season two weeks earlier, resulting in a 53% increase in 

their survivability.  And for anyone who has even gone on a fishing or canoeing trip in the far 

north knows, the mosquitoes were already tougher there than anywhere. 

 

But this increase in the parasite’s abundance is more than just an itchy nuisance.  More 

mosquitoes can affect the entire ecosystem.  For example, the migration of the Arctic caribou 

herd is already driven, in part, in order to move their calving grounds away from mosquito 

infested areas.  With more mosquitoes, the herds will likely keep on the move even more, which 

in turn affects their predators, such as wolves and golden eagles. 

 

Of course, nobody knows the full impact of having more of these insects in the Arctic.  Like all 

organisms, mosquitoes play a key role in their ecosystem.  Trout love their larvae, which float on 

the surface of the water.  And even their role as a parasite is of long term value, providing 

selective pressure on the herds of caribou and other animals they feed upon. 

 

But I imagine nobody but the fish are celebrating the increase in their numbers.   I guess climate 

change isn’t just leading to a world more hot and crowded, but itchier as well. 
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Sea Turtle Evolution 
 

The world's oldest sea turtle fossil shows that the ancient animal swam the oceans at least 120 

million years ago, when dinosaurs still roamed the Earth. 

 

The now-extinct Desmatochelys padillai turtle skeleton was found in Colombia, and is 25 million 

years older than the turtle from Brazil that previously held the record for the world's oldest sea 

turtle fossil. 

 

To determine the fossilized turtle's age, the researchers examined the invertebrates, called 

ammonites, preserved in the rocks and sediment around the turtle. Ammonites were widespread 

throughout the Cretaceous period, which means they can be used to figure out how old the 

surrounding rock is. 

 

The finding that the turtle lived during the Cretaceous period could help shed light on sea turtle 

history, the researchers said. The exact point that turtles split into sea dwellers and land 

dwellers has been difficult for researchers to identify. There are few turtle fossils from this 

period, so every specimen is important for understanding the story of how sea turtles evolved.  

Just as a number of modern sea dwelling mammals like dolphins and seals evolved from 

different land dwelling species, turtles too likely traveled a long and winding evolutionary path. 

Researchers haven't yet conducted tests to determine whether the D padillai fossil evolved 

independently from modern-day turtles, but paleontology labs around the world are studying the 

idea.   
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Hawks Protect Hummingbirds 
 

This is a wild one!  Everybody loves hummingbirds - for their beauty and their crazy humming 

lifestyles.  But did you ever think that hummingbirds would be tasty?  Well, it ends up that they 

are just the right size to be snatched out of the air and swallowed.  In fact, in many areas where 

they nest, hummers have as low as a 6% survival rate. 

 

So, scientists wanted to study this question, so they headed to the Chiricahua Mountains of 

Arizona, SE of Tucson, where they found out the coolest thing.     

                                   

That tiny hummingbirds have evolved a clever approach to home security : They use hawks as 

guard dogs. 

 

About 80 percent of the hummingbird nests studied were clustered near hawk nests.   And 

location matters: When hummingbird nests are built near hawks, the nests have a survival rate 

of 31 percent.  

 

The nesting hawks provide a "cone of safety" extending downward.  Predatory jays that snatch 

hummingbird eggs avoid this cone to prevent becoming hawk food.  Also sometimes referred to 

as a “predator umbrella,” this phenomenon has been observed in many habitats with many 

species. 

 

Interestingly, it works well for hummingbirds because of their diminutive size.  Hawks CAN prey 

on them, but greatly prefer larger, more rewarding prey.  
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Jumpers 
 

In the animal Olympics, The puma wins the gold medal in the high jump: 4.6 m – five times its 

height.  And pumas (aka mountain lions or cougars) have been known to drop to the ground 

from a height of 18 m!  Years ago out in Montana I was lucky enough to see a female puma 

leap from one pine tree to another about 12 meters away!  For comparison, the highest humans 

have jumped is 2.6 m).  

 

However, it's a different story relative to body size.  In that case the lowly flea wins hands down. 

Fleas jump 100 times their height. That would be like me jumping over 200 meters straight up!!  

The spittlebug (which is a small farm pest) does jump twice as high as a flea. However, the 

spittlebug is 6 times bigger than the flea. To out-jump the flea (relative to its size), the spittlebug 

must jump 6 times higher and he only jumps 2 times higher.  So the flea still wins. 

 

By the way, the spittlebug gets its name from white, foamy "spittle" that nymphs produce by 

bubbling air out the anus. They bury in the spittle to stay moist, insulated, and hidden.  

And by the way, the elephant loses the animal high jump badly. It can't jump at all – the only 

land mammal that can't jump. 
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Heavyweight 
 

The heaviest land animal ever recorded was a male African bush elephant shot in Angola in 

1974. He weighed 13.5 tons. 

 

The African bush elephant is the largest (and the second tallest) land mammal, weighing an 

average of 4 to 8 tons and standing an average 3.5 m at the shoulder. He also has the largest 

ears: 4 feet wide, 6 feet long, and covering his shoulders. 

 

He starts life big —1 m tall and over 91 kg — a size convenient for wandering under his mother.  

He can walk 20 minutes after birth and nurses for four years since his baby teeth are only the 

size of quarters and not good for much. His mother wraps her trunk around him and helps him 

to his feet if he stumbles. She’ll even boost him over fallen logs and pulls him out of mud. 

 

The trunk — a fusion of their nose and upper lip — is a 2 m boneless appendage, weighing 136 

kg, with two opposing 'fingers' at the tip. An elephant can pick up objects as small as seeds with 

the tip or carry a 270 kg log with the trunk wrapped around like a lifting chain.  An elephant’s 

sense of smell is the sense that he relies on most.   But Elephants hear well, too, especially low-

frequency sounds below human hearing (called infrasound). They communicate with calls over 

long distances, up to 8 km away. 
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Migrants 
 

The world champion migrant is the Arctic tern, who can fly 81,000 km in a year.  But believe it or 

not, The Gray Whale comes in second with its 20,000 km round-trip migration each year.  

Whales swim to cold waters to feed and to warm waters to breed and give birth. The Grays feed 

off Alaska in the Bering and the Beaufort Seas from April to November. In early winter they 

move south to warm, shallow lagoons in Mexico to breed. They mosey along (at about 5 miles 

an hour), stay close to the shore, and travel a couple of months. The whales eat little while 

migrating and calving. Some may go without food for three to five months. 

 

In the spring, they head north to Alaska. The whales swim close to headlands. Some scientists 

suspect they navigate by listening to waves crash on the beach. They keep the surf sound on 

their right side if headed north and on their left when headed south. 

 

The good news is that the eastern population of gray whales, dubbed the California gray 

whales, have made a remarkable comeback.  In fact, conservationists believe the species is 

close to their carrying capacity today, which a dramatic increase in population since they were 

first put on the endangered species list in 1973. 
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Arctic Tern Migration 
 

Some birds make long treks south during wintertime, but the Artic tern bests them all, flying on 

average 70,900 km on its annual migration from pole to pole, according to a new study.  

To track them researchers used a tiny instrument, called a geolocator. The device regularly 

records light intensity, which can be used to generate two geographical positions per day.  

While geolocators have helped scientists follow the journeys of larger animals, including geese, 

albatross, penguins and seals, they have only recently been made small enough to attach to 

light-weight birds, such has the tern. The researchers fitted geolocators weighing about 1.4 g 

each to the legs of 60 terns.  

 

The study showed that the Artic tern travels roundtrip from Greenland to the Weddell Sea, on 

the shores of Antarctica, and back to the breeding grounds in Greenland. 

 

It turns out that the birds did not immediately travel south, but spent almost a month at sea in 

the middle of the North Atlantic Ocean. The researchers believe the birds use this lengthy stop-

over as a chance to "fuel-up" with food before continuing on to less fruitful waters farther south.  

Then the birds continued their long journey south down the coast of northwest Africa.  About 

half of the birds continued down the coast of Africa, while the other half crossed the Atlantic 

Ocean for a parallel route south down the East coast of South America.       
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Ant Jaws 
 

When threatened, some trap-jaw ants can use their powerful jaws like a spring to fling 

themselves out of death pits dug by stealthy predators. 

 

The ant's acrobatic, springlike feat doubles the insect's survival rate when facing a deadly 

predator called the antlion, an insect that digs pits in the ground to help it catch and eat prey. 

The use of their jaws as a getaway trait is a charismatic example of evolutionary co-option, 

where a trait that evolved for one function (predation) has been co-opted for another (defense). 

To study this phenomenon, scientists collected trap-jaw ants and a number of pit-building 

antlions. 

 

When small arthropods, such as ants and other insects, fall into a pit, the unstable walls make it 

hard for the prey to escape  During the experiment, the researchers let antlions build pits in 

cups filled with sand, and then dropped trap-jaw ants into the pits. The researchers recorded 

117 trials with high-speed video. They found that 14 percent of the ants escaped by springing 

out of the pit, 49 percent fled by running away and 37 percent were caught by antlions, killed 

and eaten. 

 

The researchers later glued together the jaws of some ants and found that they had 4.7 times 

greater chance of being eaten without their snapping abilities.  



 
     90 Second Naturalist – November 2015 Scripts 
 
 

©2015 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Giant Whale Mouths 
 

Nerves in the mouths of massive whales can unfold, nearly doubling in length, and recoil like a 

bungee cord. These stretchy nerves could explain how the whales are able to eat by ballooning 

their mouths during dives. 

 

Researchers discovered the surprisingly elastic nerves after collecting samples from a 

commercial whaling station in Iceland. 

 

The largest of the baleen whales tip the scales at 40 to 80 tons. They eat by ballooning their 

mouths, capturing prey and then slowly filtering water out through their so-called baleen plates. 

The volume of water brought in by a single gulp can exceed the volume of the whale itself. 

But the great whales don’t live where they are easily studied.  And beached whales often are 

already decaying.  So scientists have jumped on board with modern day whalers to collect fresh 

specimens.  When the researchers first saw the whales' gigantic nerves, no one was sure 

exactly what he or she was looking at. Because of their stretchiness, the nerves looked like 

blood vessels at first. In fact, it took years of examining the samples under a microscope before 

the puzzle finally came together. 

 

You see, in most animals, our nerves have a fixed length, built to stretch just a bit, as needed; 

but to be able to balloon out in an area bigger than the biggest animals in the world takes quite 

an adaptation indeed. 
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Sloths 
 

Don’t you love sloths?  I’ve been lucky to see them in neotropical forests many time, literally just 

hanging around in the trees.  Known for their slow-moving nature from whence they get their 

name, sloths have very low metabolic rates that keep them from doing much of anything for 

most of the day. But do these tree-loving mammals also take the slothful approach to the mating 

game? 

 

There are six species of living sloths, which are classified as either three-toed sloths or two-toed 

sloths, and live throughout the jungles of Central and South America. 

 

Despite sharing a name and a similar appearance, the two types of sloths aren't closely related 

and actually belong to two different taxonomic families.  

 

One of the differences between the sloth families is their mating system. 

 

Three-toed sloths exhibit strong polygyny and weak female promiscuity, in which certain males 

are very reproductively successful, mating with many females and fathering the majority of 

offspring in a population. Two-toed sloths, on the other hand, appear to have weak polygyny 

and strong female promiscuity. 

 

Sloth copulation is rarely witnessed in the wild, but researchers have reported seeing it occur 

both with the male mounting the female from behind and face-to-face. The act is brief, ending in 

just a few minutes. So sloths aren’t always as slow and sluggish as their name and reputation 

imply. 
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Snake Mating 
 

Every spring, red-sided garter snakes leave their hibernation burrows to engage in a frenzied 

jumble of mating. But a new study finds that doing the deed is no easy feat for males; in fact, 

they can spend up to a whopping 18 percent of their daily energy making special plugs that 

increase their chances of mating success. 

 

Male red-sided garter snakes are known to temporarily seal the females' reproductive body 

openings with a "large, gelatinous copulatory plug" after mating. The plugs, the largest such 

seminal plugs among reptiles, not only prevent the sperm from leaking out of the female's body, 

but they also delay females from mating immediately with another male. 

 

However, plug production is a costly endeavor.  What's more, small males have a harder go of 

it, as they expend more energy per unit mass on their ejaculate than larger males. 

The scientists collected 48 male snakes in Manitoba, Canada, and put them together with 

females. But only half of the males were allowed to court and mate; the other half were foiled by 

a piece of tape cleverly placed over the females' organs.  

 

The researchers found that the snakes' energy consumption over a period of nine days was 

about 50 percent higher than that for snakes during nonmating seasons. 

 

The production of a single plug was comparable to the amount of energy a female snake uses 

each day while pregnant. 
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Tree Communities 
 

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

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

mycorrhizal network. Others have called it the wood-wide web. 

 

Mycorrhizal fungi like Rhizopogon partner with plant roots because each gets something out of 

it. The fungus infiltrates the plants’ roots. But it does not attack — far from it. The plant makes 

and delivers food to the fungus; the fungus, in turn, dramatically increases the plant’s water and 

mineral absorptive powers via its vast network of filaments. They provide far more surface area 

for absorption than the meager supply of short root hairs the tree could grow alone. What has 

not been appreciated until relatively recently is both how complex mycorrhizal fungal networks 

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

 

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

getting chomped by herbivores release volatile chemicals that are sensed by neighboring 

plants, who up their defenses pro-actively just in case. But communicating — and even sharing 

resources amazes me. 

 

On the face of it, it appears as if old trees are acting altruistically (without expectation of return) 

to help neighbors of a completely different species in light of their own probable demise. Even 

without the altruism, that trees as widely unrelated as douglas-fir and ponderosa pine can 

transfer resources to each other for any reason through fungi from a completely different 

kingdom is remarkable. 
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Warm-blooded Fish! 
 

The car-tire-size opah is striking enough thanks to its rotund, silver body. But now, researchers 

have discovered something surprising about this deep-sea dweller: It's got warm blood. 

That makes the opah the first warm-blooded fish ever discovered. Most fish are ectotherms, 

meaning they require heat from the environment to stay toasty. The opah, as an endotherm, 

keeps its own temperature elevated even as it dives to chilly depths of 400 meters in oceans 

around the world.  

 

Increased temperature speeds up physiological processes within the body.  As a result, the 

muscles can contract faster, the temporal resolution of the eye is increased, and neurological 

transmissions are sped up. This results in faster swimming speeds, better vision and faster 

response times. 

 

The result is a fast-swimming fish with an advantage for hunting slow, cold-blooded prey.  

The opah appears to produce the majority of its heat by constantly flapping its pectoral fins 

which are used in continuous swimming. 

 

The blood vessels in their gill tissue are set up so that the vessels carrying cool, oxygenated 

blood from the gills to the body are in contact with the vessels carrying warm, deoxygenated 

blood from the body to the gills. As a result, the outgoing blood warms up the incoming blood, a 

process called counter-current heat exchange. 
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Black Widow Spiders 
 

Despite their ferocious-sounding name, black widow spiders are not aggressive creatures.  

Actually, they are quite shy.  And with good reason - We pose a much greater threat to them 

than they do to us. 

 

Black widows eat insects, as well as other arachnids, that they catch in their webs. The spiders' 

venomous bites can kill a mosquito, fly, caterpillar or even a grasshopper. However, their venom 

isn't meant to kill you. While these spiders' bites can cause fatalities in humans, they rarely do. 

In 2013, there were 1,866 black widow bites reported and only 14 of these envenomations 

resulted in severe symptoms. None resulted in death. 

 

In fact, not all bites from a black widow spider result in envenomation. These spiders can 

choose when to inject venom into their perceived attackers, and how much to inject. The same 

study that found black widows tend to reserve bites for extreme threats also found that black 

widows' bites are usually venomous only when the spiders feel their lives are in imminent 

danger. If the threat is less severe, the black widow may deliver what's known as a dry, or 

nonvenomous, bite. 

 

And despite what her name suggests, the female black widow doesn't always dispose of her 

mate after copulation.  While some species of widow spider (particularly the Australian redback 

spider) always consume their sex partners, the western black widow of California rarely 

engages in such cannibalistic activities. 


