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October 03 – Fishy Ear Bones 
 
Did you know that fish have ears?  They do – and sometimes they are good for more than just 

hearing. 

 

Ear bones, called otoliths, are the key to discovering which local habitats are used by westslope 

cutthroat trout living in large river systems, according to a study released in the Canadian 

Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences. The researchers recorded chemical variations, or 

isotopes, peculiar to specific sites within a river system and that turn up in the ear bones of fish 

that live in the sites.  

 

Because otoliths grow in chronological rings, as happens in trees, the sequence in which the 

isotopes appear in the bone indicates when and where a fish lived during its entire history. 

 

The way it works is that as fish grow and move into new environments, the otoliths record that 

information.  So scientists matched the information with stream statistics to reconstruct the 

entire life cycle of a fish.   

 

The westslope cutthroat trout is an important native fish species in western North America, 

where its populations have declined.  But this approach could be very useful in understanding 

the  life history strategies and conservation needs of freshwater fishes worldwide. 
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October 04 – Snap! The World’s Most Powerful Bite 
 

Scientists at Florida State University have established that the Australian saltwater 

crocodile has the most powerful bite ever measured among living species. 

For 11 years, biology professor Gregory Erickson and his students measured the bite force of 

every known species of alligator and crocodile, placing a bite-force device between the back 

teeth.  You have to admit that would be a fun lab to work in! 

 

A 17-foot Australian saltwater crocodile took top honors with a bite force of 3,700 pounds, 

beating a 2,980-pound value for a 13-foot wild American alligator. 

 

For comparison, human bite force peaks at about 225 pounds. 

 

Now I know what you’re thinking.  What about the great white shark for gosh sakes?!  Have you 

never seen Jaws?  Well, sharks have multiple rows of really sharp teeth, so their hunting and 

killing strategies are different from crocodiles’.  And of course, it’s hard to conduct real world 

bite-o-meter tests on giant dangerous sharks. 

 

But researchers have done such tests, to discover that the actual force in pounds per square 

inch was much less than crocodiles and alligators.

https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Amphibians-Reptiles-and-Fish/American-Alligator.aspx
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October 05 – Ecosystems in Jeopardy 

 

Loss of biodiversity appears to rival climate change and pollution as a threat to ecosystems, 

according to research published recently in the journal Nature. The study is the first 

comprehensive effort to compare directly the impacts of biodiversity loss with the anticipated 

effects of other human-caused environmental changes. 

Some people have assumed that biodiversity effects are relatively minor compared to other 

environmental stressors.  However, new results show that future loss of species has the 

potential to affect plant production just as much as global warming and pollution. 

The results highlight the need for stronger local, national and international efforts to protect 

biodiversity. 

To achieve effective levels of protection some conservationists are calling for half the Earth’s 

land surface remain natural, including: 

The California Redwood Forest – The Amazon River Basin – The Western Ghat of India – the 

grasslands of the Serengeti – the long leaf pine savannas of the American South – the flatlands 

of northwest Europe – the Congo Basin –Borneo – and the McMurdo Dry Valleys in Antarctica 

 

Ambitious? Yes.  Vital for our survival? Yes.  Achievable?  We’ll see.

https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Conservation.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Threats-to-Wildlife.aspx
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October 06 – Good News for Ducks 

 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service reports that North American duck numbers are up, with an 

estimate of 48.6 million compared to last year’s 45.6 million. 

 

Conducted by American and Canadian Wildlife Service biologists, the annual count samples 

more than 2 million square miles of waterfowl habitat. Estimates for the north-central United 

States, Alaska and south-central and northern Canada indicate that mallards, gadwalls, green-

winged teal, canvasbacks and lesser and greater scaup are all up more than 10 percent from 

2011.  

 

The news isn’t all good, however: The northern pintail, at 3.5 million birds, is down 22 percent 

from last year. Mallards, goldeneyes and ring-necked ducks have also declined. 

 

The interesting thing about duck conservation is that initially it was driven by duck hunters 

through groups like Ducks Unlimited and the establishment of the Federal Duck Stamp, which 

has raised many millions of dollars to protect wetlands and other migratory waterfowl habitat.  

This year alone, the sale of duck stamps will raise more than $40 million for conservation.  The 

majority of the funds go to support America’s national Wildlife refuges and conservation 

easements. 

https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Threats-to-Wildlife/Global-Warming/Effects-on-Wildlife-and-Habitat/Birds-and-Waterfowl.aspx
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October 07 – Wildlife Refuges Boost Home Values 
 

A new USFWS study indicates that proximity to one of the nation’s 556 national wildlife refuges 

can increase a home’s value. 

Economic researchers at North Carolina State University looked at about a dozen refuges in 

each of three regions of the country. They found that location of a home within half a mile of a 

refuge and within eight miles of an urban center increased home values by roughly 7 to 9 

percent in the Southeast, 4 to 5 percent in the Northeast and 3 to 6 percent in the 

California/Nevada region. 

The researchers surmised that refuges boost property values in selected regions because 

refuges protect against future development while preserving scenic vistas and open spaces. 

 

The National Wildlife Refuge System is one of shining stars of United States conservation 

history.  And like so many great conservation ideas, the national wildlife refuge system 

began under President Theodore Roosevelt. He created the Pelican Island refuge in Florida to 

protect nesting birds from the poachers. 

The system has now grown to include more than 560 refuges protecting more than 150 million 

acres. And there is at least one refuge in every U.S. state.  

http://www.fws.gov/refuges/
http://www.fws.gov/refuges/history/over/over_main_fs.html
http://www.fws.gov/refuges/history/over/over_main_fs.html
http://www.fws.gov/pelicanisland/
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October 10 – Is The Oil Industry Feeding Sharks? 
 

Biologists at Alabama’s Dauphin Island Sea Lab were studying the diets of wild sharks in the 

Gulf of Mexico.  And they were surprised recently to discover that tiger sharks are chowing 

down not just on fish but on songbirds such as tanagers, meadowlarks, catbirds and swallows. 

Of course, they were not expecting this.  It certainly prompts a series of questions, the most 

obvious being how does a land bird end up in the water as food for sharks? 

 

The American Bird Conservancy suspects that the key factor is the gulf’s 6,000 oil and gas 

platforms, the lights of which, especially on cloudy nights, attract migrating birds by the 

hundreds or even thousands and cause them to circle the platforms until they drop into the gulf.  

Efforts are underway to work with the oil industry to change their lighting so as to not be an 

attractant to birds. 

Of course, another big issue is that each year there are other, bigger obstructions for birds. As 

green as wind power sounds on paper, the huge rapidly-spinning windmills are very tough on 

birds.  Wind turbines are estimated to kill more than 300 thousand birds each year in North 

America, making it the most threatening form of green energy.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320713003522
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October 11 – Brainy Spiders 

 

The spider may be itsy-bitsy, but its brain is nothing short of amazing.   In fact, one of the reasons so many 

scientists study spiders is that they are quite smart.  Even baby spiders are brainy. 

 

Newborn Nephila spiders are tiny —juveniles weigh less than a milligram but they need enough 

mental capacity to weave complex webs. So where is nature going to put the required neural 

circuitry?  In unusual places.  Researchers have found that the brains of a very tiny spiders, 

such as a young Nephila, take up nearly 80 percent of the space in the head and thorax and 

even fills 25 percent of the space in the base of their legs.   

 

Now, this can make the baby spiders appear pudgy, but don’t worry, it’s just a stage they go 

through.  By the time they are adults, their bodies catch up with their brains and they have a 

lean, sleek appearance. 

The researchers found that the smaller the baby spider, the bigger its brain relative to its 

body size. 

Of course, other structures such as digestive tissue are displaced, and tiny spiders may have 

more difficulty processing enough food to stay alive until they grow into adulthood. 
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October 12 – The Only Planet with Pizza  

This morning I read an op-ed about wildlife loss by Tom Friedman in the Times that will get a 

broad readership, and though it was harsh, probably not half as much as needed. 

Elephants are down 30 percent since 2007 due to the Chinese market for ivory.  Climate 

change is worse than predicted.  50 percent of species to be gone by the end of this century. 

What's missing from these overview stories is that while nations need to work on big legislative 

levels, conservation happens in small ways with better choices and options made everywhere 

every day. 

Conservationists, environmentalists, and op-Ed writers come across as smarty pants finger 

pointers telling everybody what not to do. 

What's needed are salesmen and women!  Persuaders!  Not preaching about elephants but 

making the case that protecting nature is the only way forward for people.  One example in my 

life is the comeback of the bald eagle.  The fact that eagles once again nest on the Ohio River 

has a direct impact on improving my and my family’s health.  That’s because my drinking water 

comes from the Ohio River. 

My favorite shirt ever was the one I saw a little kid wearing at the zoo last summer.  It read, 

"Save the Earth - It's the only planet with pizza! 
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October 13 – Northern Spotted Owl 
 

The sight of a nesting pair of Northern Spotted Owls is a sign of a healthy forest. The highly 

territorial birds rarely leave the protective cover of dense northwestern forests and their nests in 

dead standing trees. 

 

Today, however, many are vagabonds, soaring aimlessly without nests or homes. First ousted 

by the logging industry, Northern Spotted Owl populations declined far enough to earn them a 

“threatened” designation under the Endangered Species Act in 1990. But as their population 

continued to drop precipitously, scientists recognized that more protection was needed. 

 

The owls got more of that needed protection recently when the Fish and Game Commission of 

California unanimously voted to list the birds as threatened within the state of California. 

Unfortunately, human law can’t protect the birds from a growing threat: Barred Owls, whose 

invading population is pushing Northern Spotted Owls out of their territory. Bigger, faster, and 

more resilient, Barred Owls have spread west from eastern forests over the past century.  

Although the spotted owls are endangered and barred owls are not, raptor biologists are 

working to find creative ways to strike a balance, since nobody wants to kill any owls. 
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October 14 – Atlantic Ocean Preserve 
 

Everybody understands and experiences the value of protecting national PARKS, but most of 

the world is covered by water, so the protection of important ocean areas is just as vital.   

Hence, the excitement recently when the president announced the designation of the Northeast 

Canyons and Seamounts Marine National Monument, the first marine monument in the Atlantic 

Ocean.  This preserve off Cape Cod addresses the many threats that ocean ecosystems face, 

including overfishing, pollution, and ship traffic.  

The monument will cover five thousand square miles of ocean habitat.  From the surface, it 

doesn't look like much, but beneath the waves is an underwater mountain range teeming with 

life, with canyons as deep as the Grand Canyon and underwater mountains, called seamounts, 

that reach nearly to the ocean’s surface. As currents weave through and around the slopes, 

they stir up nutrients from the deep sea and carry them to the surface, where they feed a rich 

diversity of life, including microscopic plankton, schools of big fish, cold-water corals, whales, 

sea turtles, and overwintering puffins.  

Setting aside marine sanctuaries is a win/win for the fisheries industry, as well.
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October 17 – Disappearing Lions 

Okay, we all know that tigers are endangered, largely from poaching for the Chinese market. 

But now lions are disappearing from most of the African continent.  

This is particularly shocking to me since I so clearly remember the first time I visited East Africa 

in 1983 and was amazed by the abundance of lions then. But the African lion population has 

been in decline since 1992, largely because of conflicts with native herders and declines in the 

lions’ prey species.  

In general, lions tend to fare better in areas with low population density such as Botswana and 

Tanzania--countries that also have thriving wildlife tourism economies. These countries’ lion 

populations are likely doing well because they don’t but up against as many people, and 

because those countries pour money into community-based conservation and deterring 

poachers. 

One of the simplest measures for saving lions is to learn from traditional pastoralists like the 

Masai, who have lived with their cattle right along with lions for centuries. By moving with the 

rainy season, and putting their livestock into sturdy corrals at night, the Masai still today show 

it’s possible for people to coexist with large predators. 
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October 18 – Hunting on Land Won’t Help Polar Bears 
  

Even though some polar bears are hunting on land more often in areas hit by climate change, a 

diet of birds’ eggs and berries can’t sustain these huge animals. 

 

Only a handful of polar bears have been spotted snacking on land-based foods to supplement 

their traditional blubber-rich diet of seals and marine mammals. But researchers have wondered 

whether the high-protein, high-carbohydrate foods polar bears eat on land, such as caribou and 

berries, could help these symbols of the perils of climate change survive as sea ice loss makes 

seals harder to snatch.  

 

It turns out the calorie tradeoff isn’t worth it. The biggest bears on the planet, polar bears, spend 

so much energy searching for berries and chasing down caribou that they reap little caloric 

reward from these meals. But their nearest geographic cousin, the Arctic grizzly, struggles to 

find enough food.  

 

Finally, even if a few polar bears do make birds’ eggs and other terrestrial foods an important 

part of their diet, the bears may gobble up so many eggs that they might decimate the arctic 

seabird population. So terrestrial foods can’t offer polar bears what they need at a population 

level. 
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October 19 – Blue Blood on Ice 

 

Did you know that some Antarctic octopus species have blue blood? Their blue blood pigment, 

known as hemocyanin, undergoes functional changes to improve the supply of oxygen to tissue 

at sub-zero temperatures. 

 

Octopods have three hearts, and special veins that pump hemolymph. To find out what makes 

the hemocyanin of the Antarctic octopus so well adapted to cold water, the researchers 

collected and analyzed the hemolymph from the most abundant Antarctic octopod species and 

two octopus species collected from warmer climates: the southeast Australian octopus, and a 

Mediterranean species. 

 

The Antarctic octopus had the highest concentration of hemocyanin in its blood – at least 40 

percent more compared to the other species.  

 

This trait may help the Antarctic octopus tolerate warmer temperatures in addition to the cold 

and may link to the lifestyle of the species, which is also reported to reside in warmer, shallow 

waters in rock ponds. Considering the strong warming trend in the Antarctic Peninsula, this 

species may eventually benefit from its capacity to adjust blood oxygen supply to more variable 

temperatures than other species.
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October 20 – New Bangladeshi Frog 

 

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

discovered after the researchers noticed their unusual breeding habits. 

 

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

– even in the winter. The newfound frog’s mitochondrial genes are between five and eighteen 

percent different from other frog species in the same genus.  

 

Scientists named the four-centimeter-long frog Euphlyctis kalasgramensis, after the Bangladesh 

village of Kalasgram, where they first found the frogs.  

 

The researchers found that the frogs live in pools of water that collect in forests and crop fields, 

which puts them at risk of farming pesticides that pollute the water. The frog is also threatened 

by people who use it as live bait for fishing and by indigenous people who eat it.  

 

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

hominids, evolved only six or seven million years ago. But the existence of this old member of 

our world has become threatened by our own activities and ignorance. 
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October 21 – Arapaima 

 

It’s easy to think of the Amazon basin as an untouched and infinite wilderness. But even in the 

world’s largest river system, overfishing can take its toll. The largest freshwater fish in South 

America, the arapaima, can grow to over three meters long and have been known to tip the 

scales at over 180 kilos. 

 

Commonly known as the paiche or the pirarucu,, the arapaima is a valuable commodity for 

fishermen in the Amazon basin, who traditionally hunt the fish with spears from hand-carved 

canoes.  

 

Like most fish, the arapaima can breathe underwater; however, it also breathes air. With its one 

lung, the fish comes to the surface once every five to fifteen minutes. And when it does surface, 

the arapaima emits a distinctive coughing noise, which makes it easy for fishermen to find and 

kill. The arapaima is mainly hunted for its meat, but some indigenous communities also 

consume just the fish’s tongue.  

 

Though this species was once abundant in the Amazon basin, it’s now on the brink of extinction 

in some areas. However, researchers are hopeful that more stringent fishing regulations and 

other conservation efforts will bring arapaima populations back to healthy numbers in the future. 
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October 24 – Mammoth or Mastodon 

 

Mammoths and mastodons may have roamed the Earth together, but they represent two distinct 

species of the Proboscidean family. And while these extinct giants have a lot in common, they 

also exhibit some interesting differences.  

 

Mammoths arose about five point one million years ago in Africa. From Africa, the mammoths 

migrated throughout Eurasia and North America. Their evolution continued over millions of 

years, eventually producing the wooly mammoth, beginning roughly 250 thousand years ago. 

Mammoths went extinct about ten thousand years ago.  

 

Now mastodons came into existence even earlier, about 30 million years ago. They lived 

primarily in North and Central America, and while similar in size and stature, mammoths 

possessed fatty humps on their backs that provided them with additional nutrients necessary for 

their more northerly ice-covered habitats. 

 

The most important difference between these two species lies in how they ate their food. Both 

animals were herbivores, but mastodons had cone-shaped cusps on their molars designed to 

crush leaves, twigs and branches. Mammoths, however, had ridged molars that allowed them to 

cut through vegetation and graze like modern elephants.
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October 25 –  
 

I don’t know if you’ve ever seen video of a flying snake, but they are really something. The 

southeast Asian snake curls its tail around a tree branch more than 15 meters above ground 

before launching upward and then curling its body and gliding to the next tree limb. 

 

In order to accomplish this, the snakes flatten out their ribcages into a cupped sort of flying 

saucer shape that help catch the air, all the while wiggling and undulating like wild. Basically, 

they look like they’re swimming through the air: wiggling to help push their bodies forward as 

they glide. While birds and even humans using glider wings are much better at their airborne 

maneuvers, the snakes’ performance compares favorably to that of other gliding animals such 

as flying squirrels, lizards, and even ants. 

 

To study this, researchers created physical models of the saucer-shaped cross-section and 

tested them in a water tunnel, which if set up properly can have the same flow characteristics as 

air. 

 

And it turned out that the flying saucer-shaped cross-section was a surprisingly good shape for 

the snake to take, much better than the cylindrical shape the snake would have if it didn’t 

compress itself.  
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October 26 – Why the Platypus Lacks a Stomach 

 

Bizarrely, many species of animals such as the carp and platypus lost their stomachs in the 

evolutionary past.  

 

The stomach is the part of the gut where the main part of digestion takes place. Glands in this 

organ secrete enzymes known as pepsins, which break down proteins, and strong acids that 

soften food and help the enzymes work.  

 

The glands first appeared about 450 million years ago, and they represent an evolutionary 

innovation found exclusively in jawed creatures with backbones. Surprisingly, the gastric glands 

that define the stomach are missing in a number of jawed vertebrates. Over 27 percent of all 

teleost fish species, the largest family of fish, lack stomachs. Primitive bony fish such as lungfish 

and some cartilaginous fish, such as chimaeras, lost the organs as well.  

 

Fish are not the only creatures that can lack stomachs, though. All of the monotremes, or egg-

laying mammals, such as the platypus and echidna, also lost their stomachs during the course 

of evolution. The ancestors of these stomach-free species grew to depend on diets in which 

digestion via pepsins and acids was not likely or even possible
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October 27 – 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 

has three different modes of reproduction, making classification even more difficult.  

 

After collecting and scrutinizing thousands of 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. 
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Octber 28 – Devil Frog 

 

An ancient predatory creature known as the devil frog may have looked even scarier than 

previously thought.  

 

The monster frog, ??  in Latin, lived during the Cretaceous period in what is now Africa, and 

sported spiky flanges protruding from the back of its skull, and plate-like armor down its back -- 

almost like a turtle shell. The massive frog’s spiked body armor may have helped it fend off the 

dinosaurs and crocodiles that prowled during that time.  

 

Researchers first discovered a few bone fragments from the mystery frog in Madagascar in 

1998. But it wasn’t until 2008 that they had enough pieces to identify the species, which lived 

between 70 and 65 million years ago. When the team analyzed the frog’s morphology, they 

found that physically it fit in with a family of horned frogs which are now found only in South 

America. But to reach Madagascar from South America, the frogs would have needed to hop 

along a passageway, possibly through Antarctica, that linked the two land masses.  

 

However, that route was submerged underwater by 120 million years ago.
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October 31 – Bat-Eating Spider 
 

Bats rank among the most successful group of mammals with more than 12 hundred species in 

all. Other than owls, hawks, and snakes, bats have few natural enemies.  

 

Still, invertebrates, creatures without backbones, have been known to dine on bats. For 

instance, giant centipedes in a cave in Venezuela were seen killing and eating bats. And 

cockroaches in the tropics have been observed feeding on bat pups that have fallen to the floor 

of caves. And believe it or not, even spiders get in on the meals as well.  

 

Eighty-eight percent of the reported cases of bat catches by spiders were due to web-building 

spiders with giant tropical orb-weaving spiders with a leg span of ten to fifteen centimeters seen 

catching bats in huge, strong,  orb webs up to a meter-and-a-half wide. In instances seen in 

Costa Rica and Panama, the spiders had built their webs near buildings inhabited by bat 

colonies.  

 

The other cases of spider kills of bat kills were from spiders that hunt without webs. For 

instance, tarantulas were seen eating small bats in tropical rain forests in South America and 

India. 
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