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Editor’s picks

Don’t be fooled by 
their delicate wings – 
dragonfl ies are deadly 
predators! Find out where 
to spot them on page 38.

A hover of hummingbirds
The collective noun for 
hummingbirds is a hover 
and it’s no wonder as this 
bird is quite the aerial athlete. 
Turn to page 18 to learn all 
about the tiny ruby-throated 
hummingbird and why it is so 
skilled in the art of fl ight.

Find out all 
about this 
long-nosed 
monkey on
 page 80

If you think you had a 
hard childhood, try being 
a giraff e. They fall from a 
height of 1.5 metres to the 
ground at birth!

Hold onto your hare. Who 
would have thought this 
rabbit lookalike could run 
at speeds of up to 35mph? 
Jump to page 12 for more.

For many animals, 
staying hidden is the best 
survival strategy. See how 
standing out can actually 
work too on page 46.

As sleepy as a sloth
With the release of the fi lm 
Zootopia, and the character of 
Flash, the fastest three-toed 
sloth (who is super slow), we 
couldn’t resist a feature on 
these lethargic creatures. Flick 
to page 54 to see why sloths 
are not as lazy as you think.

Designer
Lauren Debono-Elliot
Eggstraordinary! Who 
knew the cunning cuckoo 
lays its eggs in the nests 
of other birds? See more 
amazing eggs on page 30.

Have you ever heard of a 
prickle of porcupines or 
a shiver of sharks? The 
English language is full of 
peculiar names for groups 
of animals. That’s why we 
decided to put together 
an A to Z of collective 

animal nouns. Check out why we call it a 
pandemonium of parrots or an intrusion of 
cockroaches on page 72.

Also in this issue, fi nd out the truth about 
why boxing hares fi ght in spring and how 
the giraffe has adapted its body to its 
environment, from a tongue that can lick its 
entire face to an incredibly long neck. We will 
journey to the Galapagos Islands, one of the 
most unusual terrains on Earth, and then sail 
over to Borneo, the land of orangutans.

As always, we’ve got lots of photography 
tips, including expert advice from pro 
photographer Connor Stefanison on getting 
the best shots of animals in the dark. Why 
not have a go yourself? Then send us your 
photos for a chance to win the next issue of 
the magazine. Until next time!

Welcome
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A loveable young fox leans in to give his mother a 
heart-warming affectionate lick on her face

Far from the villains they play in stories, foxes are extremely 
caring and loving toward one another. When they meet they wag 
their tails and scream with joy.
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The amazing world of animals
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The amazing world of animals
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The amazing world of animals

A greedy chipmunk makes two trips to a garden 
to cram his cheeks with some tasty peanuts

Peanuts are high in fat and make a great nutritious snack. O�en 
when people leave peanuts out, chipmunks will stuff as many as 
they can into their mouths to stockpile for later. 
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The amazing world of animals

Three baby penguins huddle together to keep 
warm in the chilly Antarctic snow 

These young penguins are only three months old but they have 
already learnt the best way to keep warm. Standing side by side, 
they stay behind their parents to shield from the icy storm. 
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The amazing world of animals
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The amazing world of animals

Two red-crowned cranes show off their 
spectacular dance moves in Japan 

Cranes are known for their extravagant moves. They dance in 
pairs and put on theatrical displays where they leap in to the air 
and stretch out their wings because they are particularly excited.  

©
 C

im
in

g 
M

ei
/S

ol
en

t N
ew

s/
R

EX
 

006-011_AmazingAnimals_WOA31.indd   11 02/03/2016   12:32



12

The mad March hare

MARCH
HARE

EUROPEAN HARE
Lepus europaeus
Class Mammalia

Territory Mainland Europe
Diet Grasses, plants
Lifespan 12 years
Adult weight 3-5kg (7-11lb) 
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN
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MAD 
MARCH
HARE

THE 

The bizarre behaviour of the hare in 
spring has been immortalised in  

literature, and the truth behind it is an 
ingrained evolutionary trait

Words Amy Grisdale
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The mad March hare

Insanity in spring
The tranquil hare only seems to get 
noticed when it gets a spring in its step
The European hare has been introduced to South America, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand and is thriving thousands of miles from 
its native home. It’s a large lagomorph, which is the scientifi c name 
of the taxonomic order the rabbit family belongs to, and it is most 
at home in open grassland surrounded by hedgerows. Through 
most of the year, hares graze peacefully on herbs, grasses and 
crops, but the awakening of spring brings about some seemingly 
bizarre behaviour. Despite appearances, they haven’t lost their 
minds – it’s all straightforward reproductive behaviour that makes 
perfect sense in the mind of the hare.

Abandoning the instinct to stay solitary, hares are drawn together 
in the period between February and June. This is the critical window 
in which mating occurs to ensure baby hares, known as leverets, are 
born long before the arrival of the winter chill. The females, however, 
don’t fawn over future fathers, and the hopeful males have to 
show their worth before a lady will take notice. When we see hares 
‘boxing’ in fi elds, it isn’t a testosterone-fi lled display of manhood 
or males competing for access to females. This alarming sight is 
actually the female trying to repel an over-eager suitor who thinks 
he has it all. Outside of the mating season the male’s genitals shrink 
and they produce minimal amounts of reproductive hormones, so 
the sudden surge seriously strengthens the urge to mate.

During this period, also known as ‘March madness’, hares can be 
seen suddenly launching into high-speed races. This happens when 
a male fi nally gets the attention of a female, and she begins to test 
him. Without warning she suddenly bolts and he must try his best 
to keep up. Only if he proves he is the fastest and strongest hare 
around will she allow him to mate. That means her litter will inherit 
speed and agility to give them the best chance of survival.

ABOVE 
Hares have longer ears 

than rabbits and are 
able to swivel them in 
diff erent directions at 

the same time

“Hares can be seen launching 
into high-speed races, as a male 
gets the attention of a female 
and she begins to test him”
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The mad March hareThe mad March hare

Diet
Hares are herbivores and feast almost exclusively on 
weeds throughout the spring and summer months, but 
nibble on cultivated crops and winter vegetables in the 
colder months.

Habitat
During daylight, hares bed down in small depressions in 
long grass known as ‘forms’. They are adaptable animals 
that can survive in a wide variety of environments.

Reproduction
Hares can have up to four litters per year, and their 
gestation period is only around 40 days. Sexual maturity 
is at seven or eight months for females and six months 
for males. Newborns weigh just 100 grams (3.5 ounces).

Predation
Red foxes, owls and wild cats are all natural predators of 
hares, and those introduced to new areas face threats 
from wolves, coyotes and tropical predators.

Communication
Though usually very quiet, hares grunt occasionally and 
mothers make gluttoral sounds to appease their leverets. 
When danger is around they can grind their teeth to 
warn surrounding hares.

Behaviour
Hares are able to run at 60 kilometres (35 miles) per 
hour and have powerful leg muscles built for endurance 
sprinting. They are excellent swimmers and if necessary 
they will leap into a stream to escape danger.

Factfile
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Snowshoe hare
The name of this mammal comes from its 
oversized feet that help it to clamber over soft 
snow with ease and without sinking. Snowshoe 
hares have some of the cosiest fur in the animal 
kingdom, and their ears are small in size to 
reduce heat loss.

Ethiopian highland hare
This little-known species hops through grassland 
in the rugged mountains of Ethiopia. The 
Ethiopian highland hare is thought to be one of 
the highest dwelling lagomorphs in the world, 
having been found over 4,000 metres (13,000 
feet) above sea level.

Indian hare
Found in southern India and Sri Lanka, these 
lagomorphs are known to stretch out on their 
sides to sun themselves. Living in such hot 
climates means this hare changes its diet with the 
season, feasting on fl owering plants when water 
is scarce and grasses in the rainy season.

Know your hares

The spring hare is 
no Easter bunny
Rabbits and hares may look similar but they are 
actually as different as sheep are to goats

Hares are bigger, have larger ears and don’t share the same social 
skills as rabbits. While rabbits live in complex burrow systems 
called warrens, hares spend their entire lives above ground. The 
only exception is the American cottontail, which is a species of 
rabbit that doesn’t burrow. Hare and rabbit offspring are also very 
different with baby hares being born fully furred and with open 
eyes. Baby rabbits, or kittens, can’t keep themselves warm as they 
are born without fur and don’t open their eyes for around ten days.

Hares, rabbits and chicks are synonymous with Easter and 
make annual appearances on supermarket shelves in the form of 
chocolate. This tradition is said to stem from the Pagan beliefs held 
in 13th century Germany, as the goddess of spring and fertility was 
symbolised by a rabbit. The spring season is linked to fertility as it 
is the time that many animals have their babies to make sure they 
have enough time to grow before the arrival of winter.

make annual appearances on supermarket shelves in the form of 
chocolate. This tradition is said to stem from the Pagan beliefs held 
in 13th century Germany, as the goddess of spring and fertility was 
symbolised by a rabbit. The spring season is linked to fertility as it 
is the time that many animals have their babies to make sure they 
have enough time to grow before the arrival of winter.

Unlike hares that fade 
to white in the winter, 
rabbits retain the colour 
of their fur all year round.

Rabbits live in social groups for 
safety in numbers rather than 
going it alone like hares do.

Rabbit babies don’t 
grow fur until over a 
week a� er they are 
born, but young hares 
have fur straight away.

Hares have longer ears than 
rabbits, perhaps because 
hares don’t descend to the 
safety of underground.

Both the front 
and back limbs of 
hares are longer 
than those of 
rabbits because 
hares can’t just 
dart into a burrow 
for protection.

Generally larger than 
rabbits, hares can reach 
up to 75 centimetres (30 
inches) in height.

16

The mad March hare
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Arctic hare
Like most others in the family, this hare’s coat 
changes colour for camouflage. In the winter, 
its white coat blends with the snow cover, but in 
summer it moults and takes on a charcoal grey 
colour. The Arctic hare is also equipped with well-
furred feet and long claws that act like crampons.

Woolly hare
Native to the Tibetan plateau and able to survive 
in dry habitats, these hares occupy land even 
rodents can’t abide. The bones in their legs are 
fused to reduce the pressure on them while 
retaining strength, as the local predators, such as 
buzzards, chase hares to the point of exhaustion.

Cape hare
Found in the open area of Africa, the Middle East 
and central Asia, cape hares don’t sleep deeply 
as it leaves them vulnerable, but close their eyes 
to grab small snatches of rest during the day. 
Unlike other hares, cape hares sometimes borrow 
marmot burrows when it is extremely cold.

17

The mad March hare

Famous hares  
in fiction

March Hare
The trusty companion of the Mad 
Hatter in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s 
Adventures In Wonderland, the 
March Hare thinks it’s always 
time for a spot of tea. 

The Hare And The Tortoise
The fable that teaches us that 
‘slow and steady wins the race’ 
features an arrogant hare that 
believes a tortoise could never 
beat him.

LEFT  
Hares can run at speeds 

of up to 60km/h (35mph) 
and have extremely 

powerful leg muscles built 
for endurance sprinting
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Ruby-throated hummingbird
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Performing miracle migrations and 
living on the edge of survival, these 
miniature birds are creatures of 
habit and masters of aerial agility 

Ruby-throated
hummingbird

All about the

Performing miracle migrations and 

Ruby-throatedRuby-throatedRuby-throated
hummingbird

All about the

Words Naomi Harding
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RUBY-THROATED 
HUMMINGBIRD 
Archilochus colubris 
Class Aves

Territory Central and North 
America
Diet Flowers, nectar, and 
insects
Lifespan 5-9 years
Adult weight 3.5g (0.1oz)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN
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Taking fl ight 
What is the secret behind the hummingbird’s hover?

Ruby-throated hummingbird

The ruby-throated hummingbird is one of the 
smallest warm-blooded creatures in the world, 
meaning it is forced to live a life on the edge 
of survival. Yet despite their small size, these 
intriguing animals have an extraordinary talent 
for fl ight. Able to feed from fl owers blowing in 
the wind and with no ledge to perch on, nature 
has equipped the ruby-throated hummingbird 

with all the skills it needs to survive against 
the odds. With great dexterity and fi ne 
precision, this gifted bird coordinates a dance 
of incredible grace all centred around one 
amazing skill: the ability to hover. 

Have you ever looked at a hummingbird 
and wondered how they appear so perfectly 
balanced? The secret lies in their wings, which 

are unlike any other bird’s. While most birds 
achieve lift on the downstroke, hummingbirds 
can create lift on the upstroke, too, thanks to 
their fl exible wrists that allow the wings to be 
twisted. This gives them a fl ight pattern more 
similar to a fruit fl y than a pigeon. The ability 
to fl y backwards, upside-down, and hover all 
stems from this evolutionary advantage.

RIGHT 
These tiny birds have unique 
wings, allowing them to hover, fl y 
backwards and even fl y upside-down

With fi ne precision and fl exible wrists, hummingbirds are able to fl y like no other bird
Masters of aerial agility

When ruby-throated 
hummingbirds take fl ight, they 
are able to go from stationary to 
top speed in the blink of an eye. 

The bird spends much of 
its time manoeuvering 
its wings in a fi gure of 
eight pattern.

The hummingbird has 
exceptionally strong breast and 
back muscles to support its long 
and fast moving wings.

When approaching the 
hover position, the tail 
feathers are opened to 
act as a windbreak and 
help rotate the bird. 

20
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A long way to go 
Despite their small size, hummingbirds embark on huge journeys each year 

The migration of the ruby-throated hummingbird 
is not particularly well documented, but studies 
on a small number of birds suggest they follow 
the exact same route every year, even visiting the 
same gardens on the same day. 

In essence, they are tropical birds that evolved 
during the last ice age. As North America thawed, 
the tiny birds expanded their range and took 
advantage of the plentiful food and nesting areas 
that were unused by other birds, cleverly avoiding 
competition for resources. As carnivores, their diet 
relies on insects that are not around in the freezing 
winter and so they face a choice of migrating to 
warmer weather, or risking starvation. 

Aside from the lack of food, ruby-throated 
hummingbirds don’t cope very well with the cold 
and as soon as the temperature dips below zero, 
life can get very diffi cult. As the days draw in and 
there is less sunlight, this triggers the urge to put 
on weight and move south. Males typically start 
to move before the females and leave as early as 
mid-July. By late August and early September, 
peak migration season has begun. Even for the 
young birds that have never migrated, making the 
journey comes naturally, and after one migration, 
they are likely to follow the same route every year. 

Hummingbirds are solitary creatures and 
migrate alone. Each bird returns to their favourite 
winter spot each year – anywhere between 
southern Mexico and Panama. They begin their 
return migration in January, eating every insect 
and drinking all the nectar they can. Putting on 
a thick layer of fat is essential if they are to 
survive the journey home.

As the sun falls they begin their trip, 
crossing the Gulf of Mexico in one non-
stop fl ight of 800 kilometres (500 miles) 
that will cross the ocean or skirt the 
coast. It’s a long way for a small bird 
and many will stop on fi shing boats 
or oil rigs to catch their breath. After 
22 hours of fl ying, they reach the US 
Gulf Coast having lost half their body 
weight, and then continue northwards 
at a leisurely pace of 32 kilometres (20 
miles) per day. The fl owers begin to 
bloom, and the hummingbirds, hungry 
from their long journey, make the most 
of following the fl owering plants north. 
By late May they are back where they 
started, often in the place where they 
hatched. They really are creatures of habit. 

Miracle migration
These tiny birds travel the same route year after year

Breeding ground 
This is where the 
hummingbirds 

breed. In the summer 
there are enough 

fl owers and insects 
for the females to 

care for their young.

Winter site
The winters are 
spent in Central 

America to escape 
the colder weather 
of the north. Here, 
the birds gorge on 
insects and nectar.

Heading south
Hummingbirds don’t 
wait until the food 
disappears to start their 
journey south. By leaving 
while food is still readily 
available, they never have 
to suffer from scarcity. 

21

Ruby-throated hummingbird

Migration
route

Staying put
Not all hummingbirds 
migrate. Those that 
are too old or too 
sick for the journey 
will stay behind, as 
well as young birds 
that hatched too 
late in the season. 
If the winter is mild, 
they will have a good 
chance of surviving.
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Aerial athletes
Hummingbirds are some of nature’s 
best athletes. With amazing strength 
and coordination, they are perfectly 
equipped for a life spent in mid-air

Ruby-throated hummingbird
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Diving to impress
The males take part in high 

speed diving to impress 
females. They pull up at 
the last second, fl ying in 
a U-shape, while making 
loud noises. The females 

stand by and watch before 
choosing a male. 

Feeding
Hummingbirds have a select 

few favourite fl owers including 
red buckeyes and trumpet 

creepers. As well as the visible 
light spectrum, they can see 

in the blue-violet and near UV 
range, which may help them 
to identify which fl owers are 

good sources of food.

Motherly love
Females construct their small 

nest and usually lay two 
to three tiny eggs. She will 

incubate them and then look 
after the young once they 

have hatched, feeding them 
and keeping them warm.

Catching insects 
It was long thought that 
hummingbirds used their 
long beaks like chopsticks 
to pluck insects out of the 
air, but we now know this 

isn’t the case. Instead, they 
give chase until the insect is 
perfectly positioned for the 

bird to clamp down using the 
base of their beak.

Leaving the nest
Once young hummingbirds 

leave the nest and take 
fl ight, they are on their own. 
As a species, they are quite 

solitary and once the mother 
has fulfi lled her duties caring 
for the helpless young, the 
fl edglings are on their own. 

018-027_AA_Hummingbird.indd   22 02/03/2016   16:59



23

Fine feathers
Only bright plumage and daring aerial skills will attract a mate

As with many animals, it is the male 
of the species with the extravagant 
colouration. To catch a female’s eye, 
they must have the brightest, most 
attractive plumage. Males arrive at the 
breeding ground before the females 
and spend this time finding the best 
territories and defending them against 
other potential suitors. To compete for 

attention, males put on flight displays, 
soaring to great heights then diving 
rapidly, pulling up at the last minute. 
Eventually the female will choose a 
mate, but it doesn’t stop there. Males 
will mate with several females before 
the season is over, leaving the females 
to their own devices to build a nest, lay 
the eggs, and care for the young.

RIGHT  
Females lack 
the bright red 
throat colouring 
found on males

BELOW  
Males arrive at 
the breeding 
ground early 
to pick the best 
spot and defend 
it from other 
potential suitors

“Males put on flight displays, 
soaring to great heights 

then diving rapidly, pulling 
up at the last minute”
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Incubating
The female will incubate and 
care for her eggs for 10-14 
days. The female takes sole 
parental care for the young. 

Egg laid
Eggs are laid in small nests 
constructed on downward 
tree limbs. Their preferred 
trees are oak, birch, or poplar. 

INFANCY

Hatching 0 days
Once the chicks have hatched, they 
are still completely dependent 
upon their mother. She will feed 
them and keep them warm. 

Sharing heat 5 days
The mother spends 
two weeks using her 
body heat to keep the 
featherless chicks alive.

Growing feathers 14 days
By now the tiny birds have 
grown their feathers and are 
able to regulate their own 
body temperature. 

Leaving the nest 22 days
The young hummingbirds 
are ready to leave the nest 
and make their fi rst fl ight 
alone at just 22 days old. 

JUVENILE

Ruby-throated hummingbird
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Small feet
Hummingbirds are able to perch 
on feeders or branches but they 
only do this rarely, preferring to 
stay airborne instead. Their feet 
are small for this reason.

Pectoral muscles
The breast muscles make 
up 25 per cent of the bird’s 
weight. By comparison, a 
human’s pectoral muscles 
only account for fi ve per cent. 

Bones
In order for the bird to use the least 
amount of energy during fl ight, its 
bones must be lightweight. The 
hummingbird’s bones are extremely 
porous, and some are hollow. 

Flexible shoulders
Flexible shoulders allow the 
hummingbird to move its wings 
in a fi gure of eight pattern. This 
is what enables them to hover 
and feed at plants. 

Intestine

Greenish brown feathers

Tail feathers

Inside the ruby-throated 
hummingbird
This little bird is able to fl y like no other bird in the world, 
thanks to a specially evolved skeleton. Beneath their brightly 
coloured feathers is a body adapted to survival
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Closely related to the red-throated hummingbird are…
Closest family

Anna’s hummingbird
It would be easy to confuse 
the two from sight alone, 
as Anna’s hummingbirds 
have a similar plumage 
and colouration. The main 
diff erence is where they 
are found, as these birds 
stay on the west US coast.

Swift
Although they don’t look 
much alike, the swi�  is 
an evolutionary cousin 
of the hummingbird and 
the similarities are still 
evident. Both are small, 
insectivorous birds and 
effi  cient aerial predators.

Rufous hummingbird
The rufous lives in the 
western US and migrates 
south to Mexico and 
Panama for winter. The 
females can be identifi ed 
from the ruby-throated 
hummingbird, by the green 
feathers on her back.

MATURITY
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Sexual maturity 1 year
Sexual maturity is reached 
around the same age in both male 
and females. A� er one year of life, 
they are ready to reproduce. 

Adulthood 1-7 years
Hummingbirds spend 
their days fl ying long 
distances, looking for food 
and avoiding predation.

Old age 7-9 years
No one is really sure of their exact 
life expectancy but studies have 
shown females can live up to seven 
years and males up to nine years. 

Red neck feathers
The characteristic red 

feathers are only found on 
males. They are iridescent 

and shimmer in the sunlight. 

White feathers 
on neck

Beak
Tongue

Darting tongue
The tongue of the ruby-throated hummingbird 
is able to dart in and out of the beak at a rapid 
pace, sometimes 15 to 20 times a second. At 
the tip, the tongue is split and 
each fork is fringed. It was 
previously thought that 
hummingbirds used their 
long tongues to suck up 
nectar like a straw, 
but now we know 
the fringed edges, 
called lamellae, are 
used to trap nectar.

Showing off
Typically males will have a brighter 
red plumage as they migrate north 
toward their breeding ground to attract 
a mate. As the year passes, it fades and 
becomes orange in colour.

Shining in the sun
The bright red feathers 
are iridescent; from one 
direction they appear dull, 
but when the light hits in 
the right way, the metallic 
feathers shimmer.

Ruby-red
A hummingbird’s 
colour is not the 
result of pigments, 
but special cells in 
the feathers that 
scatter light and 
emit particular 
wavelengths.
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Ruby-throated hummingbird

A need to feed
It’s nearly impossible to see a hummingbird’s wings 
moving – they move so fast that they blur before your 
eyes. In normal flight, the tiny wings beat around 53 times 
every second and during courtship males are able to beat 
their wings up to 200 times per second. 

To support this level of activity, their metabolism is in 
overdrive and their heart rate can be up to 600 beats per 
minute. This high-energy lifestyle means that the birds 
need to feed continuously. Every day, each ruby-throated 
hummingbird visits hundreds of flowers, sometimes 

consuming double its body weight in nectar, alongside 
feeding on insects picked from the air. They need to feed 
every ten minutes or so, and their huge energy output 
means they could starve to death without food in just a 
couple of hours. 

In order to make it through the night without starving, 
the bird enters a low-energy state called torpor, similar to 
hibernation. The body temperature halves and its heart 
rate slows right down. By entering this state of forced 
fasting, they are able to limit their energy expenditure.
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Ruby-throated hummingbirds 
head for boldly coloured petals

Favourite 
flowers

Trumpet creeper

Cardinal flower

Beebalm

Honeysuckle

Columbine

BELOW 
Hummingbirds 
need to feed every 
ten minutes due to 
the huge amount 
of energy they 
expend beating 
their wings
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The ruby-throated hummingbird 
shares its landscape with many 
other creatures

Nearest 
neighbours

Bumblebees
Bumblebees are important pollinators 
and can visit thousands of flowers 
per day. Their sole purpose is to 
find nectar, and in the process they 
transfer pollen between plants.

Orb weaver
As hummingbirds are insectivorous 
they will consume spiders, but they 
have other uses for them, too. Ruby-
throated hummingbirds have been 
known to use orb weavers’ silk to 
construct their walnut-sized nests. 

American bullfrog
Bullfrogs are found throughout much 
of the hummingbird’s range. They are 
easy to spot and are typically green 
with brown spots. They are nocturnal 
and will spend their nights on the 
lookout for a meal of insects and mice. 

Praying mantis
Praying mantises are found in many 
gardens across the US and to some 
people’s surprise, there have been 
reports of praying mantises capturing, 
killing, and eating hummingbirds a�er 
lying in wait on hummingbird feeders. 

Ruby-throated hummingbirds are not currently 
threatened but that doesn’t mean life is without danger

Environmental factors

Agricultural growth
The conversion of land to agricultural 
land can threaten the hummingbird’s 
food source through loss of 
wildflowers, a valuable source of 
food and nutrition. 

Deforestation
The felling of forests and the 
widespread clearing of trees could 
result in the hummingbird species 
losing vital nesting sites and 
foraging ground.

Herbicides
The mechanisms aren’t fully 
understood but it has been observed 
that hummingbird occurrences are 
lower in areas where herbicides are 
commonly used. 

Predation
Hummingbirds may be susceptible 
to predation from domestic cats. 
This could be a concern for the 
future, particularly as the number of 
domestic cats is on the rise. 
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“In normal flight, a 
hummingbird’s tiny 

wings beat around 53 
times per second”
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The positioning of the capybara’s eyes, 
ears and nostrils on the top of its head 
allows it to be almost completely 
submerged in water while remaining 
aware of its surroundings.

Meet the family

Rodents
Spanning every continent but 
Antarctica, there’s more to these 
mammals than just mice and rats

Capybara
A gentle giant with a love for water
Although it’s closely related to the common guinea pig, the stocky 
capybara dwarfs its domesticated cousin, standing at 60 centimetres 
(two feet) tall and over a metre (3.3 feet) in length, making it the world’s 
largest rodent. Capybaras live in social groups of a dozen or so individuals 
across eastern parts of Central and South America, and can always be 
found close to water.

Despite being land mammals fi rst and foremost, they do much of 
their feeding in rivers and lakes. They are excellent swimmers, and even 
mate in water rather than on dry land. This semi-aquatic lifestyle helps 
the capybara take care of its dry skin, and can also prove useful when 
evading predators such as jaguars and ocelots.©
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The northern fl ying squirrel’s 
fl at, brush-like tail gives it 
additional surface area to help it 
glide, but it also provides some 
much-needed air resistance 
when it comes in to land.

Northern fl ying squirrel
The rodent with the power of fl ight
Okay, so fl ying squirrels don’t actually fl y, but they can glide 
between trees in their forest habitats over distances as far as 45 
metres (148 feet). To do this, they spread their limbs to fan out 
the loose fl aps of skin on either side of their body. The resulting 
membrane (known as a patagium) lets them ‘fall’ in a controlled 
manner at an angle of roughly 30 degrees. Despite not being 
able to achieve true fl ight, northern fl ying squirrels demonstrate 
some highly impressive manoeuvrability in the air. They will 
meticulously scope out their route from tree to tree before 
making a leap, but if need be they can veer around obstacles 
and even make sharp, 90 degree turns.

American beaver
These furry rodents are busy 
lumberjacks and master builders
Long, sharp, constantly growing incisors are a feature 
of all rodents, but the beaver’s are more prominent 
than most. The industrious critters can fell dozens 
of trees a day by gnawing through their trunks, and 
use the wood, along with mud, stones and other 
materials, to construct their distinctive dams. These 
hardy homes are always situated on water, and can 
often cause fl ooding by blocking the natural fl ow of 
a river or stream. They provide excellent protection 
from predators, however, and beavers access them 
by swimming through a submerged entrance using 
their webbed paws and large, powerful tails. Although 
widely known as the national animal of Canada, the 
American beaver can actually be found throughout 
most of North America.

CAPYBARA
Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris
Class Mammalia

Territory South America
Diet Water plants, grasses
Lifespan 6 years
Adult weight 35-66kg (77-
146lb)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

NORTHERN FLYING 
SQUIRREL
Glaucomys sabrinus
Class Mammalia

Territory North America
Diet Fungi, lichens, insects
Lifespan 4 years
Adult weight 130g (4.6oz)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

AMERICAN BEAVER
Castor canadensis
Class Mammalia

Territory North America
Diet Slugs, snails, insects
Lifespan 10-15 years
Adult weight 25kg (55lb)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

Meet the family

Antarctica, there’s more to these 
mammals than just mice and rats

The northern fl ying squirrel’s 
fl at, brush-like tail gives it 
additional surface area to help it 
glide, but it also provides some 
much-needed air resistance 
when it comes in to land.

Northern fl ying squirrel
The rodent with the power of fl ight
Okay, so fl ying squirrels don’t actually fl y, but they can glide 
between trees in their forest habitats over distances as far as 45 
metres (148 feet). To do this, they spread their limbs to fan out 
the loose fl aps of skin on either side of their body. The resulting 
membrane (known as a patagium) lets them ‘fall’ in a controlled 
manner at an angle of roughly 30 degrees. Despite not being 
able to achieve true fl ight, northern fl ying squirrels demonstrate 
some highly impressive manoeuvrability in the air. They will 
meticulously scope out their route from tree to tree before meticulously scope out their route from tree to tree before 
making a leap, but if need be they can veer around obstacles making a leap, but if need be they can veer around obstacles 
and even make sharp, 90 degree turns.

American beaverAmerican beaver

The beaver’s distinctive, 
scaly, oval-shaped tail helps 
it steer when swimming, and 
can also be slapped against 
the water to send out a 
warning signal that can be 
heard over great distances.

additional surface area to help it 
glide, but it also provides some 

The positioning of the capybara’s eyes, 
ears and nostrils on the top of its head 
allows it to be almost completely 
submerged in water while remaining 
aware of its surroundings.

by swimming through a submerged entrance using 
their webbed paws and large, powerful tails. Although 
widely known as the national animal of Canada, the 
American beaver can actually be found throughout 

Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris

 South America
 Water plants, grasses

 35-66kg (77-

Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN
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Spotted 
paca
This unusual 
rodent enjoys 
going solo
The spotted paca goes by 
many names throughout 
its wide range in South 
and Central America – 
tepezquintle, guanta, 
pisquinte and boruga, to 
name just a few – and it’s 
perhaps fi tting that no one can decide what to call this 
strange creature given that there’s no other rodent quite 
like it. One of only three members of the Cuniculidae 
family, the spotted paca is a solitary rodent, and one of 
the few that mate for life. Paca pairs spend the daytime 
in their burrows or other improvised shelters before 
venturing out at night to forage and feed on fallen fruit, 
though in some locations they are viewed as pests due 
to their tendency to dig up crops.

They might share the distinctive sharp teeth, 
but rabbits diff er from rodents in a few key 
ways. They’re completely herbivorous and have 
four incisors as opposed to the two found in 
rodents. That didn’t stop rabbits originally being 
classifi ed in Rodentia however, and it wasn’t 
until the early 20th century that they were 
assigned to their own order: Lagomorpha.

Common 
rabbit

1. Rarest
Vancouver Island 
marmot
Less than 100 
of these ground 
squirrels remain, 
as their Canadian 
alpine habitat has 
been gradually 
eradicated.

3. Most 
helpful
Prairie dog
This rodent’s 
constant digging 
has an important 
role in fertilising 
soil and allowing 
a variety of plants 
to grow.

2. Smallest
Balluchistan
pygmy jerboa
Found only in 
Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, 
the Balluchistan 
pygmy jerboa 
has a total body 
length of less than 
fi ve centimetres
(two inches).

4. Most 
common
Brown rat
Both loved 
as pets and 
despised as 
vermin, brown 
rats are a 
ubiquitous sight 
worldwide. 
They may even 
outnumber us!

Rodentia
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The top and bottom incisors of the 
naked mole rat protrude through 
its lips, allowing it to use them 
to tunnel through Earth and look 
for food while avoiding fi lling its 
mouth with dirt. It also carries its 
young with its teeth.

Adult crested porcupines have 
over 30,000 quills. Each can 
grow up to 35 centimetres (13.8 
inches) long, and they can be 
raised into a crest – from which 
the porcupine gets its name.

CRESTED PORCUPINE
Hystrix cristata
Class Mammalia

Territory North Africa, sub-
Saharan Africa, Italy
Diet: Roots, fruit, crops, 
insects
Lifespan 15-20 years
Adult weight 10-30kg (22-
66lb)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

Crested porcupine
This feisty rodent is the most 
prickly of the posse
The largest porcupine in the world, this species is one 
of the most distinctive-looking rodents thanks to its 
striking mane of black and white quills. These spines 
are spread densely along the porcupine’s back 
and are its primary form of defence against its 
predators in the grasslands of northern Africa, 
which include lions, leopards and hyenas. 
Though usually docile, sleeping during the 
day and feeding mainly on fruit and roots, 
porcupines can infl ict some serious damage 
when threatened. Their hollow quills make a 
rattling noise when shaken, and they won’t hesitate to 
charge any potential attackers – spiky backside fi rst.

SPOTTED PACA
Cuniculus paca
Class Mammalia

Territory South and Central 
America
Diet Fruit, seeds, crops
Lifespan 12 years
Adult weight 6-12kg (13-26lb)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

NAKED MOLE RAT
Heterocephalus glaber
Class Mammalia

Territory Eastern Africa
Diet Roots, tubers
Lifespan 30 years
Adult weight 30-80g (1.1-
2.8oz)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN

1. Rarest

NAKED MOLE RAT
Heterocephalus glaber

 Eastern Africa

 30-80g (1.1-

Conservation status

Spotted 
paca
This unusual 
rodent enjoys 
going solo
The spotted paca goes by 
many names throughout 
its wide range in South 
and Central America – 
tepezquintle, guanta, 
pisquinte and boruga, to 
name just a few – and it’s 
perhaps fi tting that no one can decide what to call this 
strange creature given that there’s no other rodent quite 
like it. One of only three members of the Cuniculidae 
family, the spotted paca is a solitary rodent, and one of 
the few that mate for life. Paca pairs spend the daytime 
in their burrows or other improvised shelters before 
venturing out at night to forage and feed on fallen fruit, 
though in some locations they are viewed as pests due 
to their tendency to dig up crops.

CRESTED PORCUPINE

The spotted paca is instantly 
recognisable thanks to its 
patterned hide. Its fur is dark 
brown but adults can have 
up to fi ve lines of white spots 
running down each fl ank.

3

2
1

4

Naked mole rat
An oddball that’s a little misunderstood
The naked mole rat might not be a mole or a rat, but it is a rodent – and 
an incredibly strange one at that. Among the unique traits that distinguish 
the mole rat from its rodent cousins (aside from its noticeable lack of hair 
or fur) is its insensitivity to pain – its skin lacks a neurotransmitter used 
to send pain signals to the brain. The mole rat has also demonstrated an 
incredible resistance to cancer, and its genetics are being carefully studied 
in the hope that it might provide a cure for the disease. Mole rat colonies 
are peculiar too, with their queen and worker hierarchy bearing more 
similarities to ant and termite behaviour than that of other mammals.
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Hummingbird
1.4cm (L), 0.8cm (W)

Because of their small size, 
hummingbirds lay some of the 

tiniest eggs in the world, in a 
nest the size of a walnut. 

Kestrel
3.8cm (L), 2.8cm (W)

These eggs are laid in the disused nests 
of crows or le�  balanced on the ledges of 

cliff s and tall buildings. 

Mistle thrush
3cm (L), 2.2cm (W)

The pale blue colour 
may help to camoufl age 
these eggs by imitating 

dappled sunlight.

Common loon
8.9cm (L), 5.7cm (W)

The dark brown colour of this large egg 
blends perfectly with the nest, which is 

made from twigs and matted grass. 

Osprey
6.2cm (L), 4.5cm (W)

When these eggs are laid, the nest is 
built up to stop them rolling out. A� er 

hatching, the nest becomes wider. 

Malleefowl
7cm (L), 4.5cm (W)

These eggs are buried beneath a mound of soil. 
Once they are ready to hatch, the chicks must lie on 

their backs and dig their way out with their feet. 

Japanese quail
3cm (L), 2cm (W)

If these eggs have a vivid 
pattern, the female will lay 
them at a site that matches 
their darker colour, but if it 
is weak, she will tuck them 
somewhere more neutral.

Blue guillemot
6.7cm (L), 3.8cm (W)

These eggs are specially designed for the high life. 
The unusual conical shape prevents them from rolling 

off  the cliff s where they are laid. 

House wren
1.7cm (L), 1.3cm (W)

Temperature is critical 
for these eggs. A burst 

of sunlight can overheat 
them and kill the chicks.

American robin
3cm (L), 2.1cm(W)

Scientists aren’t really sure 
why these eye-catching 
eggs are so blue, but it’s 
thought that male robins 
make better parents the 

brighter the eggs are.  

Emu
14cm (L), 9cm (W)

One emu egg is the equivalent in size to 12 chicken 
eggs. Emus lay some of the largest eggs in the world, 

second only to ostriches.

Common cuckoo
2.2cm (L), 1.6cm (W)

The cunning cuckoo creeps into other nests to lay 
its eggs and then sneaks away. The shells mimic 
the colour of the host’s eggs, so other birds are 

tricked into accepting them as their own.

Northern jacana
3cm (L), 2.3cm (W)

These eggs are laid in fl imsy nests that 
fl oat on lakes. If they do fall in, there’s no 
harm done, as the eggs are waterproof.
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Extraordinary 
eggs
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Eggs come in all shapes, 
sizes, and colours, but their 

structure is about more than 
just aesthetics. Here are some 
of the world’s most amazing 
eggs and their extraordinary 

adaptations

ACTUAL
SIZE

ALL
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Please help Durrell raise £5,000  
to reunite the last 2 wild mountain 
chicken frogs on Montserrat, and 
help the species breed there for 
the first time since 2009.

We urgently need your help to ensure that 
the mountain chicken’s story has a happy 
ending. We’re aiming to raise £5,000, which 
we’ll use to translocate the last remaining 
wild female into the territory of the last 
remaining native male. They’re the only 
ones on this island that survived chytrid, a 
deadly fungal disease that’s wiped out 99% 
of the global population in just 12 years, and 
now we need to get them together - the 
survival of their species on their home island 
depends on it.

to find out how to donate visit
www.durrell.org/frog-story

help us and see  
how it unfolds...

saving species from extinction

Full Page.indd   1 29/02/2016   17:28



32

OF THE
LORD
FLIES

Words Matt Ayres

Dragonfl ies and damselfl ies are talented pilots 
and skilled hunters, able to fl y higher, further and 

faster than any other insects. So why are they 
disappearing from our planet?

As descendants of an insect family that emerged 
during the Triassic period, dragonfl ies and 
damselfl ies were among the fi rst fl ying animals on 
Earth. These ancient bugs are collectively known as 
Odonata, with more than 5,000 species currently 
buzzing about our planet.

People regularly confuse damselfl ies for 
dragonfl ies, but once you know the difference it’s 
easy to tell them apart. The dragonfl y has a thicker 
body than its spindly cousin, and its compound 
eyes are so big that they touch one another, 
while damselfl y eyes are smaller and separated. 
Dragonfl ies also have a shorter, broader pair of rear 
wings, and all four wings remain outstretched after 
the insect lands. Damselfl ies have equally-sized 
wings that fold over their bodies while they rest.

They might look like innocent fairies hovering 
daintily around ponds and streams, but dragonfl ies 
and damselfl ies are some of the world’s deadliest 
hunters. They are fully carnivorous and catch 95 
per cent of the prey that they pursue. Having four 
powerful wings means they’re capable of some 
amazing aerial manoeuvres, and those big eyes 
provide radar-like vision, locking on to targets and 
refusing to let them escape.

Sadly, these impressive insects face diffi cult 
times. One in ten species in the Odonata family is 
endangered, mainly due to habitat changes affecting 
the water where they lay their eggs. Learning about 
their unique behaviours and environmental needs is 
crucial to securing a positive future for dragonfl ies 
and damselfl ies around the world. 
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Lord of the fl ies

The difference between a 
dragonfl y and a damselfl y
Dragonfl y

Damselfl y

Dragonfl y

Damselfl y

Large eyes 
that touch 
one another

Smaller 
eyes that 
do not 
touch one 
another

All four 
wings roughly 

equal 
in size

Hind wings 
shorter and 

broader 
than fore 

wings

All four 
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Lord of the fl ies

Hine’s emerald dragonfly
America’s rarest dragonfl y is threatened by habitat loss

Norfolk hawker
An uncommon British dragonfl y that’s 

gradually expanding its range

Once found in numerous US states 
ranging from Alabama to Wisconsin, 
populations of the Hine’s emerald 
dragonfl y have plummeted. Their 
remaining numbers are now confi ned 
to four states in the Midwest.

These small dragonfl ies are 
named after their most distinctive 
feature: prominent emerald-green 
eyes. They’re notoriously picky 
about where they live, requiring 
wetlands with dolomitic bedrock 
or spring-fed marshes with high 
levels of calcium carbonate. These 
habitats have been encroached on 
for urban development, draining 
the water that the species depends 
on and leaving nowhere for their 
larvae to live. The Hine’s emerald 

is now protected by law and listed 
on the United States’ Federal List 
of Endangered Species, the only 
Odonata species to be included. 
But it’s not all bad news: the IUCN 
considers the species Threatened but 
not Endangered, reporting discoveries 
of new populations year after year. 
The largest number can be found in 
Door County, Wisconsin. As many 
as 20,000 Hine’s emeralds live here, 
relying on nature reserves such as 
The Ridges Sanctuary for protection.

Careful driving could help keep 
populations of Hine’s emeralds from 
further depletion: a 2014 study 
demonstrated a link between the 
number of dragonfl y deaths and the 
speed of local traffi c.

An uncommon British dragonfl y that’s 

gradually expanding its range

Norfolk hawkers are among the rarest dragonfl ies in the 

UK. Until recently you’d have had to travel to Norfolk or 

Suffolk to catch a glimpse of one, but they have recently 

been spotted in Kent, 240 kilometres (150 miles) south of 

their usual home. One female was even witnessed laying 

her eggs near the county’s Westbere Lake – proof that this 

species plans to expand its empire far beyond the place it 

was named after.
These dragonfl ies are easily distinguished by a yellow 

triangle on their back, as well as by their lime green eyes 

and perfectly transparent wings. You’ll usually fi nd them 

near water soldiers – aquatic plants that offer valuable 

shelter for the dragonfl y’s larvae.

Norfolk hawkers are members of the Aeshnidae family, 

better known as hawkers or darners. These are some of 

the biggest and fastest dragonfl ies in the world. One of 

the Norfolk hawker’s cousins is the black emperor, an 

African dragonfl y with a mighty 12.5-centimetre 

(fi ve-inch) wingspan.

“It is expanding its empire beyond

the place it was named after”

Green eyes and clear wings, with a yellow marking on the abdomen
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Scarce emerald 
damselfly
Britain’s back-from-the-dead damselfl y
Although found extensively throughout Europe, Asia 
and North America, UK populations of the scarce 
emerald damselfl y were long considered extinct. That 
changed in 1983 when the iridescent insects were 
rediscovered, and a small number of them now breed 
around the Thames estuary.

Famed for their mesmerising metallic green bodies 
and ability to withstand extreme conditions, they’re 
also referred to as robust spreadwings.

Lord of the fl ies

Southern damselfly
These beautiful blue damsels are 
losing their homes to humans

The decline of the southern damselfl y is a sad example 
of human advancement taking its toll on nature. Intensive 
agricultural and forestry practices have ruined the homes of 
these poor insects. Common threats include river straightening, 
swamp drainage, fi eld destruction and water pollution.

It’s proving fatal for the world’s southern damselfl y 
population, which stretches across Europe and into North 
Africa. Although only classifi ed as Near Threatened by the 
IUCN, this status is likely to become more serious in the 
coming years as natural habitats continue to disappear.

Around 25 per cent of the world’s southern damselfl ies live 
in the UK. Thankfully efforts by farmers and conservation 
agencies are helping to preserve some of these precious 
insects. You’re most likely to see them in Hampshire’s New 
Forest or Pembrokeshire’s Preseli mountains. However, they 
are easily confused with the common damselfl y, an abundant 
insect with similar colouration.

Males are bright blue and black, while females are a lighter blue or green colour

Metallic green 

body and clear 

wings, with 
small 

black markings 

at the tips

As in all 
Odonata, the 

larvae of 
scarce emerald 

damselflies
are aquatic
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Globe skimmer
Record-breaking dragonfl ies who migrate further than any other insect
Record-breaking dragonfl ies who migrate further than any other insect

For a long time, it was thought that 

monarch butterfl ies were the furthest 

migrating insects, travelling 4,800 

kilometres (3,000 miles) from Canada to 

Mexico and back each year.

However, biologist Charles Anderson 

concluded in 2009 that globe skimmers 

can easily beat this distance. Their annual 

round trips across the Indian Ocean may 

cover 18,000 kilometres (11,000 miles), 

trouncing the monarch’s record.

A fl ight path has been tracked from India 

to Uganda via the Maldives, the Seychelles 

and Mozambique, with the dragonfl ies 

appearing in the same spots at roughly the 

same time each year. Anderson suggests 

that the globe skimmers follow seasonal 

rains around the Indian Ocean to breed in 

rain pools, using oceanic winds to glide at 

altitudes of over 1,000 metres (3,280 feet).

Globe skimmers are actually capable 

of fl ying even higher than this: they have 

been recorded at heights of 6,200 metres 

(20,000 feet) in the Himalayas.

Small red damselfly
Size isn’t everything for these diminutive damselfl ies

As one of two red damselfl y 
species in the UK, the small red 
damselfl y is sometimes confused 
with its more abundant big brother, 
the large red damselfl y. Small red 
damselfl ies are the brighter of 
the two, sporting a vibrant all-red 
abdomen, whereas the large red’s 
body is partially black.

Another key difference between 
the two insects is distribution. 
While large red damselfl ies are 
common throughout the UK, small 
reds are rare, with limited numbers 
in southern England and west 
Wales. The delicate bugs only fl y 
in warm weather, and rarely stray 
from their native bogs and streams. 

Globe skimmer

“While large red damselfl ies are 
common throughout the UK, 
small reds are rare”

Males have entirely
 

red bodies and 

both sexes 
have 

red legs
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Helicopter damselfly
These enormous spider-eating damselfl ies 
also prey on disease-spreading insects
While more colossal odonates previously 
graced our Earth, helicopter damselfl ies 
are the largest of these insects currently 
in existence. The biggest of their kind, 
Megaloprepus caerulatus, can be found in 
the rainforests of Central and South America. 
Measuring approximately 19 centimetres (7.5 
inches) long, they are easy to spot thanks 
to their inconspicuous blue wing tips. Some 
observers have described them as ‘pulsating 
blue and white beacons’.

Plucking spiders out of their webs for 
lunch is no problem for the adult helicopter 
damselfl y, and its larvae are also formidable 
hunters. The babies (or naiads) are born in 
water-fi lled tree holes, where they hungrily 
feed on the larvae of disease-carrying 
mosquitoes. This makes conserving the 
helicopter damselfl y especially important: not 
only are they incredible specimens in their own 
right, but also their existence has a positive 
impact on the health of humankind. 

White-faced darter
These rare moss-dwelling dragonfl ies are 
gradually being brought back to Britain

Another dragonfl y that desperately depends on a specifi c kind 
of habitat is the white-faced darter. Populations in the UK have 
been declining for decades. This is largely due to the fact that 
darters rely on Sphagnum moss for the growth of their larvae, 
but most of the lowland peat bogs where these wetland plants 
thrive have been destroyed.

The Sphagnum-bearing peat bogs that remain have 
become sacred grounds for the white-faced darter, and 
conservationists have begun the process of reintroducing 
larvae and eggs in these locations. Witherslack Mosses in 
Cumbria and Delamere Forest in Cheshire are the fi rst sites 
where the vulnerable insects have been given a boost. It’s 
hoped that other environments around the UK will also be able 
to support colonies of these attractive dragonfl ies.

Lord of the fl ies

White-faced darter

Females have yellow and black bodies, but males are red and black

Clear wings with bands of white and dark blue at the tips
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Wasp-like yellow and 
black stripes

Black 
horizontal 
stripes

Dark line
down length 
of abdomen

Thorax 
covered in 
small hairs

Green spots 
along length 

of body

Coloured wings 
(dark blue on males, 

brown-green on 
females)

Black spots on the 
edges of clear wingsGolden-ringed dragonfl y

As the only yellow and black dragonfl y in the UK, 
the golden-ringed dragonfl y should be easy to 
distinguish. Particularly common in Scotland, 

Wales and southern England. 

Hairy dragonfl y
Distinguished by its hairy thorax and oval-

shaped spots, which are blue on males and 
yellow on females. Scattered throughout 
England and Wales, but rare in Scotland.

Southern hawker
This dragonfl y reaches high speeds and catches 

insects in mid-air. It is common throughout 
central and southern England and Wales and 

o� en breeds near garden ponds.

Large red damselfl y
A darker shade of red than the small red 

damselfl y, with black stripes on its abdomen. 
Common throughout the UK and one of the fi rst 

species to appear in spring.

Beautiful demoiselle
This damselfl y’s iridescent, jewel-like colouration is 

more striking among the blue-green males; females 
are green with bronze tips. Their fl ight is butterfl y-like. 

Mainly found in Wales and southern England.

Emperor dragonfl y
Emperors have bright and bulky bodies, making 

them relatively easy to spot. They rarely stop 
moving, even eating on the go. Widespread in 

southern England and Wales.

Four-spotted chaser
This species is named a� er its wings, which are 
clear with black spots along the edges. Males 
and females are both brown with a dark tail. 

Common throughout the UK.

Golden-ringed dragonfl y
As the only yellow and black dragonfl y in the UK, 
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small hairs

Dark line
down length 
of abdomen
down length 
of abdomen
down length 
Dark line
down length 
of abdomen
down length 
of abdomen
down length 

Common throughout the UK and one of the fi rst 

Four-spotted chaser

Black 
horizontal 
stripes

Black spots on the 
edges of clear wings
Black spots on the 
edges of clear wings
Black spots on the Large red damselfl y

Coloured wings 
(dark blue on males, 

Coloured wings 
(dark blue on males, 

Coloured wings 

brown-green on 
(dark blue on males, 

brown-green on 
(dark blue on males, 

ID guide
As dragonfl ies and damselfl ies emerge in the spring, 
you may fi nd yourself wondering which insects you’re 
looking at. To help you identify some of the UK’s most 
recognisable Odonata species, here’s a handy fi eld guide
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The deep-sea fl apjack octopus 
is an adorable mystery
Deep in the abyss, the fl apjack octopus fl oats through its surroundings. It is 
one of the fl attest – and cutest – group of octopuses in the animal kingdom

Pixar got it wrong 
with Pearl
Arguably the most well-known media 
representation of a fl apjack octopus is Finding 
Nemo’s Pearl. But scientist Adam Summers, an 
associate professor of Aquatic and Fisheries 
Sciences at the University of Washington, 
claims that in such shallow waters, she would 
be akin to “pink mush”. Most species of 
fl apjack octopus are found at depths between 
320 and 620 metres (1,050 and 2,034 feet).

The name ‘fl apjack’ 
does make sense, really!
In the UK, a fl apjack is an oaty, syrupy square – which 
makes little sense when you think about the fl at shape 
of the fl apjack octopus’ tentacles – but in parts of the 
US, a fl apjack is actually another name for a pancake. 
Why it was not named a pancake octopus to save 
confusion, we don’t know!

They look like 
parachutes when 
they move
Although they spend most of their time at the 
bottom of the ocean, fl apjack octopuses are 
accomplished swimmers. Using their ring of 
webbed tentacles to move through the water, 
they look like small, underwater parachutes. 
Small fi ns on the top of their heads are used 
to change direction while on the move.

They are among 
the most intelligent 
invertebrates 
Octopuses, along with squid and cuttlefi sh, are 
cephalopods. These molluscs are renowned 
for their intelligence; large brains and highly 
developed eyes allow them to learn techniques 
by trial and error, or by observation. However, 
more research is needed to determine how the 
fl apjack octopus compares with its relatives. 

It is considered the 
cutest octopus
In June last year, it was reported that scientist Stephanie 
Bush of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute 
was considering naming a newly discovered species of 
fl apjack octopus ‘Opisthotheusis adorabilis’ because of 
how adorable its ‘puppy dog eyes’ make it look. This does 
not appear to have been made offi cial, unfortunately.

FLAPJACK OCTOPUS 
Opisthoteuthis californiana 
Class Cephalopoda

Territory Pacifi c Ocean
Diet Small fi sh, plankton
Lifespan Unknown
Adult weight Unknown
Conservation status

DATA DEFICIENT 
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STANDING 
TALLTALL

To survive in a landscape of grassland and 
beating sun, the giraffe has evolved to be

head and shoulders above the rest
Words Hannah Westlake
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GIRAFFE
Giraffa camelopardalis
Class Mammalia

Territory Africa
Diet Acacia leaves
Lifespan 25 years
Adult weight 800-1,200kg 
(1,760-2,650lb)
Conservation status

LEAST CONCERN 
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The giraffe cuts a grand silhouette against the 
backdrop of the African sun and baking open terrain. 
It’s no wonder that travellers come from far and wide 
just to get a glimpse of these looming figures.

Food can be hard to come by in the savannah 
and many animals find themselves struggling for 
sustenance in the dry season. Fortunately, evolution 
has granted giraffes with unique adaptations to survive 
in what can be a harsh habitat. Their gaze from on high 
is not only on the search for thorny acacia trees to feed 
on, but also watching out for hunting lions or smaller 
predators, like leopards and hyenas, that may prey on 
vulnerable calves. Their characteristic patchy coats 
provide them with camouflage, helping them blend 
into the dappled light under trees. 

Being so tall comes with more advantages than just 
keeping a lookout. With their uniquely long necks, 
giraffes can browse for foliage where other herbivores 

simply cannot reach. Not 
only that, but their prehensile 
black tongues can grow to 
an incredible 50 centimetres 
(20 inches) long for that extra 
bit of reach. The thorns of the 
acacia do not cause any trouble 
for a giraffe’s grasping tongue 
but put lots of other animals off. 
Amazingly, if a giraffe finds enough 
foliage to eat then it can last 
without water for days. Adult giraffes 
are at their most vulnerable when they 
are bent down to drink so this efficient 
eating reduces the time spent in danger. 
The giraffe is an incredibly capable browser 
and able to capitalise on every advantage 
provided by its extraordinary physiology. 
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Giraffes: standing tall

Surviving the savannah
It is no stretch to say that one of the world’s most 
iconic animals is unrivalled in its adaptations

Both humans and 
long-necked giraffes 
have seven cervical 

vertebrae.

Did you  
know?
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The height of 
sophistication
Living in the savannah requires 
unique adaptations, some of 
which might not be as obvious 
as their striking necks

Necking
Male giraffes fight for the right to 
mate and assert their dominance by 
‘necking’, which involves swinging 
their heads and necks at each other.

Ossicones
Male and female giraffes both 
grow horn-like ossicones that 
are made of hardened cartilage 
and covered in tu�y skin.

Tongue
Giraffes have black or purple 
tongues; the dark colour is 
likely to protect them from 
suffering from sunburn.

Standing
Giraffe calves are able to 
stand up within an hour 
of being born and adult 
giraffes spend the rest 
of their lives standing.

Kicking
If it feels threatened, a giraffe 
will kick out with its back legs 
with enough force to seriously 
injure or even kill a lion.

Nostrils
If the weather kicks up 
a dust storm, giraffes 
can voluntarily close 
their nostrils to protect 
themselves from 
unwanted intrusions.

Fur
No two giraffes have the 
same pattern of patches 
on their fur. It is as unique 
as a fingerprint and makes 
individuals easy to identify.

Bending down
Giraffes may have long necks but 
they’re still not quite long enough 
to reach the ground without some 
rather ungraceful leg splaying.

The evolution 
of the giraffe

Natural selection
Early giraffes show variations in neck 
length and in this environment longer 
necks are an advantage, so they are 
favoured by natural selection. This 
long-necked characteristic is passed 
down to descendants.

Inherited traits
A�er many generations, there 
are still variations in height 
but the group demonstrates a 
general increase in neck length. 
This process continues until the 
necks are as long as those of 
modern day giraffes.
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8facts that 
make giraffes 
stand out 

1 Foliage is hydrating! 
If a giraffe can fi nd 

enough leaves to eat then 
it can last longer without 
water than a camel.

2 Acacia trees are 
renowned for their 

viciously sharp thorns. 
Fortunately, a giraffe’s 
skin is so thick that thorns 
barely have an effect.

enough leaves to eat then 
3 Giraffe calves 

have a very tough 
introduction to the 
world; they generally 
fall from a height of 1.5 
metres (fi ve feet) to 
the ground at birth.

Giraffes in numbers

A giraff e only 
has seven neck 

vertebrae

Speed at which 
a giraff e can 

sprint

The length 
of a giraff e’s 

prehensile tongue

The amount of 
foliage a giraff e 

eats in a day
The height of a 

newborn giraff e calf

Fall in giraff e 
numbers over the 

last 15 years

The estimated 
number of animals 

le�  in the wild

75534 KG 40 % 1.8 80,00045
METRES GIRAFFESKM/Hcentimetres
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7Male giraffes are 
able to tell when 

a female is in oestrus 
(is fertile) by tasting 
her urine! It’s called 
the fl ehmen response 
and is also exhibited 
by other mammals.

4Adult giraffes can 
have hooves that 

are 30 centimetres 
(12 inches) in 
diameter – about the 
size of a dinner plate!

6 The species name Giraffa 
camelopardalis came 

about because ancient 
Romans thought that giraffes 
had a camel-like body shape 
and a leopard-like fur pattern.

Adult giraffes can 5 The fi rst giraffe to set foot 
in Europe was brought to 

Rome by Julius Caesar in the 
year 46 BCE. Sadly, he had it 
killed by lions in an arena.

the fl ehmen response 

The fi rst giraffe to set foot 8 Giraffes 
only need 

between ten 
minutes and 
two hours 
of shut-eye 
each day, 
which is the 
lowest sleep 
requirement 
of any 
mammal!
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Growing to be just 17.8 centimetres (seven 
inches) long, the small Amazonian royal 
flycatcher has a splendid plumage that goes 
on display during the mating season. To 
entice a female to join him, a male will fan 
out his brilliant red crest of feathers tipped 
with black and blue and sway his head 
from side to side. Once settled with a mate, 
the female will build a nest that is up to 1.8 
metres (six feet) long, which she hangs from 
branches close to water.

Finding a mate is easy 
with elaborate headgear

RED
SEEING 

These crimson-coloured creatures 
might look like they’re steaming 
with fury, but there are actually 

many other reasons for their  
eye-catching appearance

Words Simon Skellon
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Seeing red

Red velvet mites have eight legs and fang-
like mouthparts, and are covered with a 
dense layer of hairs that give them a fuzzy 
appearance. Their scarlet colouring is simply 
there to tell other animals just how bad 
they taste. These tiny creatures come out of 
hibernation after a heavy spring rainfall to 
feed, and may use their hairs as sensors to 
feel their way around. 

These fuzzy termites 
advertise their foul taste
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Seeing red

Strawberry poison dart frogs 
display their dazzling skin as a 
natural defence mechanism, so 
as to warn potential predators of 
their toxicity. Despite their name, 
these frogs come in a variety of 
colours, including orange, yellow 
and green, as well as the classic 
red. Poison dart frogs grow to 
be no more than 2.5 centimetres 
(one inch) long, but size doesn’t 
really matter when you’re one of 
the most poisonous creatures in 
the rainforest. 

The message is 
loud and clear with 
this colourful frog
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Seeing red

Found commonly in eastern North 
America, the red-spotted newt lives in small 
bodies of freshwater, including ponds, small 
lakes and ditches. During its infancy, the 
young newt (otherwise known as an eft) 
dons a bright orangey-reddish skin, with 
red spots circled by black rings, as a way of 
saying ‘I’m not tasty’. This gives it a better 
chance of survival, and like other animals, 
warns predators of its highly toxic skin. 

The red frogfi sh might look as 
though he’s boiling over with 
rage, but in fact this species of 
fi sh is cleverly camoufl aging 
itself against the coral reef. Next 
to a piece of coral similar in 
colour, it is near-impossible for 
predators to spot. Frogfi sh also 
have a retractable arm with a 
lure on the tip which it uses to 
entice their prey into the danger 
zone. The fi sh’s mouth can open 
up large enough to gobble its 
prey in one gulp. 

This young newt uses 
its vibrant colour as its 
personal bodyguard

Now you see me, 
now you don’t
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Seeing red
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The slow and steady sloth is known for taking its 
time about everything, but there’s more to this 

tree-dweller than meets the eye
Words Alex Hoskins

There are six sloth species, all of which are 
renowned for their slow pace. But having 
been tarnished with a name that is one of the 
seven deadly sins, they have a reputation for 
laziness that just isn’t accurate.

The sloth family is split between 
the Megalonychidae (two-toed) and 
Bradypodidae (three-toed) species, which 
are separated by several characteristics. 
The two-toed types can climb and hang 
vertically, but spend most of their time 
hanging from trees and vines horizontally. 
The three-toed species move in the same 
way, using their limbs to hook on to branches 
and vines, but spend more of their time 

sitting in tree branch forks than they do 
hanging around. Their dangling limbs can 
be a weakness as well as a strength, as 
their arms and legs are so well adapted to 
hanging that sloths can’t walk or stand very 
well, and instead drag themselves along with 
their claws. This causes problems when they 
leave the trees for their weekly trip down to 
ground level for a toilet break. 

A sloth’s sight and hearing are not too 
sharp, but they fi nd their way around using 
touch. They spend most of their time alone, 
living solitary lives, and are particularly 
aggressive when they come across other 
sloths of the same sex.

54

BROWN-THROATED 
THREE-TOED SLOTH
Bradypus variegatus
Class Mammalia

Territory Central and South 
America
Diet Foliage from trees and 
vines
Lifespan 25-30 years
Adult weight 4kg (8.75lb)
Conservation Status

LEAST CONCERN

THE LAZY 
SLOTH 

-NOT--NOT-
SOSO
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The not-so-lazy sloth
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Slow and steady, but not lazy
DID YOU 
KNOW?

Most sloths don’t have 
incisors. They have only ten 
upper teeth and eight lower 

teeth, which are rooted deep in 
their jaw and have no enamel 

coating. They trim down 
leaves using just their 

tough lips.
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Sleeping for 15 hours a 
day doesn’t make sloths 

lazy, just economical 
with their energy

The sloth’s leisurely speed is mostly due to 
their slow metabolic rate. As they are arboreal 
folivores (they eat only leaves and plants), their 
multichambered stomachs can digest strong 
chemicals in the different leaves they eat, using 
symbiotic bacteria to break them down. But the 
process takes some time, and as a result their 
stomach is constantly full. One meal could take 
a week or even a month to move through the 
sloth’s digestive system, which is why they don’t 
need the toilet very often.  

Sloths have considerably less muscle tissue 
than other animals of their size, so they only 
move when necessary. They are great energy 
conservers in their day-to-day lives, but can 
move faster if they are threatened by a predator 
– though they will be completely worn out by 
the end of the chase. Sloths maintain a low 
body temperature – around 34 degrees Celsius 
(93 degrees Fahrenheit) – which dips when they 
sleep for around 15 hours per day, so relatively 
little energy is needed to keep them warm.

If sloths aren’t just lazing around, why are they so slow?
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A super-strong grip
How does the sloth cling to branches?

With their species divided in terms of how many 
toes they have, and living on a diet made up of 
leaves, twigs and buds, it is not surprising that 
a sloth’s grip on branches and vines is one of its 
main strengths. Their vice-like grip is so strong 
that sloths have even been found still clinging to 
branches a� er they have died. 

Their long claws are curved to fi t the trees and 
branches they cling to, and are surprisingly sharp – 
they are also a sloth’s main defence, and can cause 
damage with a swipe if the animal is attacked. 

Sloths are born with long claws, as well as the 
refl ex to grip, which they use to climb to their 
mother’s abdomen to feed a� er birth. Within 25 
days of being born, young sloths will also be able 
to hang upside-down, and when they reach around 
fi ve months old, infants use their gripping ability to 
start fi nding their own food away from their mother. 
Sloths can do most things while they hang upside-
down, including sleeping, eating and mating. They 
can even give birth this way!

Three things you didn’t 
know about sloths 

They are surprisingly 
strong swimmers
With all that hanging around 
in the air, you might think 
that sloths would be afraid 
of going in the water, but 
surprisingly they are actually 
very strong swimmers. They 
will even drop from trees 
into rivers, and then swim 
to shore.

They sometimes wear a 
coat of green algae
It’s not high fashion, but the 
algae coat that can form 
on sloth fur is very useful. 
Their slow movement 
forms a symbiotic 
relationship, giving the 
plant somewhere to thrive 
while also camoufl aging 
the sloth in the trees.

They aren’t all safe
Two of the six sloth species 
are threatened: the pygmy 
three-toed sloth is Critically 
Endangered, while the 
maned three-toed sloth 
is Vulnerable. Their main 
threat is deforestation, 
which is destroying their 
home and exposing them 
to predators.
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The not-so-lazy sloth

It may look strange, but sharp, 
long claws mean sloths 
are o� en more comfortable 
upside-down than not

A sloth’s grip is 
incredibly tight thanks to 

its well-adapted claws
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DOLPHINS  
CONSERVING

We all love these charismatic 
marine mammals, but a 

surprising number of species 
are in dire need of help in 
order to be brought back 

from the edge of extinction
Words Amy Grisdale

Dolphins are living paradoxes – animals that can’t leave 
the water but can’t stay under it either. They are unique 
mammals shaped by evolution to take advantage of the 
bounty of food in the open ocean. Over 50 million years 
ago, dolphin ancestors walked on land and snatched 
up marine creatures in shallow water. In one of nature’s 
most radical manoeuvres, they then took to the seas and 
changed beyond recognition. The dog-like mammals 
lost their hair and back legs to become extremely 
streamlined. Their teeth became a uniform conical shape 
and the nasal passage found its way to the back of the 
head. Their pack behaviour only strengthened as they 
entered the water and they became reliant on building 
strong bonds with their families.

When this incredible transition began, the seas were 
brimming with fi sh and were free from damaging 
pollution or hazardous boat traffi c. However, in today’s 
world the ocean is a dangerous place to live. Dolphins 
suddenly face fi erce competition for their fi sh and must 
share their space with enormous ships. Their sensitive 
hearing is affected by roaring engines and deafening 
drilling, and in some parts of the world they are even 
actively hunted or kept in captivity in brutal conditions. 
It’s now more crucial than ever to protect these animals 
from the growing risks they face, as for some species, it’s 
almost too late.
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3 things you 
should know 

about dolphins
Dolphin memory lasts over

20 years, helping them 
recognise old friends after 

decades of separation.

Like humans and other great 
apes, dolphins are some of 

the few animals that have the 
brainpower to use tools that 

make their lives easier.

Despite being famous for their 
effortless aquatic acrobatics, 
nobody is sure why dolphins 

spend so much time in the air.

Conserving dolphins
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It’s easy to picture a dolphin in our minds. 
Smooth grey skin, a long snout and a happy 
smile. The species you’re thinking of is the 
bottlenose, made famous by the television 
show Flipper and found in aquariums across 
the planet. These instantly recognisable animals 
represent only one of over 40 dolphin species, 
many of which face severe threats. Whether 
they inhabit deep oceans, river estuaries 
or shallow seas, each species has its own 
challenges, but many of their lives are seriously 
impacted by human activity.

Each species has evolved to fi ll a specifi c 
niche, like the striped dolphin that scours the 
surface of open ocean for fi sh. The Ganges river 
dolphin has adapted to live in murky water by 
completely losing its sight, and Commerson’s 

dolphins swim upside down to spot predators 
swimming above them. Every species has 
evolved unique anatomy and behaviours that 
equip them with the tools they need to survive. 
Having blossomed from paddling carnivores 
into a diverse group of skilled ocean predators, 
these toothed whales have truly earned their 
place on Earth.

No species tells this story better than 
the largest dolphin – the orca. Despite also 
being called the killer whale, this animal is in 
the dolphin family and sits at the very top 
of the oceanic food chain. These animals 
have developed group hunting techniques 
to rival any land animal, and even join the 
terrestrial hunters to catch sea lions on land by 
purposefully beaching themselves. Bottlenose 

dolphins in the estuaries of America have also 
learned this trick and force themselves up 
riverbanks after driving fi sh towards the mud. 
They’ve even fi gured out that the gritty silt can 
wear down their teeth, so the dolphins always 
land on the same side of their bodies to keep at 
least half of their teeth safe from erosion.

This kind of behaviour is seen in small 
populations of animals, and is passed down 
through generations and even shared between 
friends. It isn’t evolved behaviour, it’s learned 
and remembered just like early humans 
developing methods for hunting and creating 
fi re. These are animals that are smart enough 
to make traditions, and should be protected by 
humans from the man-made dangers that the 
oceans now hold.

Flipper’s family
These diverse marine mammals range from the 
tiny Maui’s dolphin to the mighty orca

Conserving dolphins 
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Irawaddy dolphin
Found only in Southeast 
Asia, there are less than 
90 of these dolphins left. 
They are often entangled 

in fi shing nets by accident. 
There is now a ban on 

trading to prevent them 
being sold to aquariums 

and put on display.

Vaquita
Technically a porpoise, 
the vaquita is the most 

threatened toothed whale 
on Earth. It lives only in the 

northernmost tip of the 
Gulf of California and will go 
extinct by 2018 if it continues 
to get stuck in illegal nets set 

for totoaba fi sh.

Ganges river dolphin
Living in only 20 per cent 
of their former range, only 

1,000 of these blind dolphins 
remain. Drought has caused 

the demand for water to 
increase and they have been 
stranded in irrigation canals. 
The rivers they inhabit are 
also affected by pollution.

Hector’s dolphin
These dolphins live off the 
coasts of New Zealand and 
have suffered a decline of 
74 per cent over just three 

generations. The main cause 
of this is bycatch in fi sheries, 

mostly stationary gill nets 
that trap the air-breathing 
dolphins under the water.

Baiji
Though classifi ed as 

Critically Endangered, the 
freshwater baiji is considered 

to be ‘functionally extinct’. 
This means there are too 
few to sustain a healthy 
population. They have 

mainly disappeared due to 
bycatch and boat traffi c.

Long-beaked common dolphins 
can reach speeds of 40km/h 
(25mph) on the hunt for prey

“Dolphins have blossomed from 
paddling carnivores into a diverse 
group of skilled ocean predators”
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ORCA monitors shipping lanes
It’s vital to know which areas are important 
to marine mammals, so ORCA stations 
teams of volunteer surveyors on cruise 
ships and passenger ferries to record 
whales, dolphins and porpoises seen while 
on board. They collect valuable data, and 
as the ships take the same routes over and 
over again, the fi gures can be compared 
year on year. ORCA freely shares this data 
with governments and other institutions to 
guide research and marine conservation 
policies. It is also a member of the Global 
Ghost Gear Initiative, working to tackle the 
640,000 tonnes of fi shing gear that is lost 
or abandoned each year.

The WDC fi ghts for dolphin rights
The Whale and Dolphin Conservation 
(WDC) Society is one of the leading 
organisations for whale, dolphin and 
porpoise conservation. It works around the 
world and organises a variety of different 
fi eld projects running on the ground, 
helping to gather more information 
and understand what’s going on in the 
dolphin world. At the same time, it runs 
a variety of campaigns, including trying 
to put an end to whaling, helping reduce 
the number of dolphins in captivity and 
creating protected areas for whales and 
dolphins in waters around the globe. It 
also conducts research into dolphin culture 
and social lives, fi nding out as much as 
possible to help keep dolphins safe.

The World Cetacean Alliance 
establishes heritage sites
Destinations setting an example of 
responsible management of whale and 
dolphin watching around the world can 
now be credited with the title of Whale 
Heritage Site. This means that communities 
that maintain the highest standards of 
dolphin watching will be recognised for 
their efforts. The World Cetacean Alliance 
also runs programmes to stop cetacean 
captivity, prevent whale and dolphin 
extinctions and reduce the impact of 
ghost fi shing gear. This organisation was 
instrumental in establishing WhaleFest, 
an annual UK event that brings dolphin 
and whale lovers together to hear 
presentations from cetacean experts.

Ancient humans began to explore the sea 
over 130,000 years ago. Dolphins featured in 
artwork dating back thousands of years and 
the seafaring Minoans of the Mediterranean 
created entire murals of dolphins. At this time 
they were probably regarded as just large fi sh, 
and it’s safe to say that they were plentiful in 
the ocean. Things have changed over the past 
few millennia, however, and the deeds to the 
ocean seem to be fi rmly in the hands of humans. 
To put things in perspective, humans have 
had the technology (if wooden boats and oars 
count as technology) to travel the sea for only 
0.3 per cent of the time dolphins have existed. 
The problem is that during that short time our 
technology has evolved from hand-carved 
canoes to colossal cruise ships.

The fi shing industry is another culprit in the 
downfall of the dolphin as the demand for 
high-quality catch has rendered several fi sh 
species endangered, and if their prey isn’t being 
snatched up by commercial fi sheries, then 
dolphins face a yet grislier fate. A fi shing net isn’t 
fussy about what species it catches and bycatch 
is an unfortunate side effect of the human desire 

for fi sh fi ngers. In 2015, the Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership reported that the haul of warm-
water shrimp fi sheries was comprised of 75 per 
cent or more accidental bycatch like sharks, 
turtles and dolphins. That seems like a high price 
for enjoying a prawn cocktail.

Another threat to the mammals of the sea 
is pollution, whether in the form of spilled oil 
or loud noise. Oil, poisonous heavy metals and 
plastics can be lethal, but sounds alone can kill 
too. Seismic surveys used to detect oil beneath 
the sea bed, and involve sending beams of 
sound to the ocean fl oor and analysing the echo 
that bounces back. Along with this disruption 
are noisy military exercises at sea and plain 
old boat traffi c noises, and considering sound 
travels faster in water than air, the effects can 
be devastating. This kind of activity wreaks 
havoc with a dolphin’s auditory system, which 
is its primary sense. Dolphins need sound to 
hunt, navigate and communicate and if they are 
exposed to extreme noise pollution they can 
become lost and even stranded. Human activity 
seriously affects ocean life, and dolphins are 
innocent victims of our actions.

Sharing the sea
While humans have found success at sea, it’s having a devastating 
effect on its natural residents

Dolphin defenders
With so many species currently in danger, hundreds 
of organisations are fi ghting to protect these 
vulnerable animals 

“If dolphins are exposed to extreme noise 
pollution they can become lost or stranded”

Orcas are apex 
predators and highly 

intelligent animals

Hector’s dolphins can be distinguished 
by their rounded fi ns, which are said to 
resemble Mickey Mouse ears

058-062_Conserving_the_dolphin_WOA31.indd   61 02/03/2016   16:00



What makes dolphins worth saving? 
Very much their huge intelligence – they’re second only to humans. They 
have been shown to have self-recognition so they’re incredibly intelligent 
animals, and incredibly social animals as well. They live in family groups 
and have long-term associations. They even have culture which they pass 

on down through generations. They are very similar to humans and great apes and just 
by their inherent nature they’re worth protecting and conserving.

What impact would it have if dolphins were to disappear from our oceans? 
It’s hard to say, but the impact would be huge. Dolphins are what we call indicator 
species, which means that if an ecosystem is losing one of the largest predators, 
then there’s something going wrong. They’re sentinel beings and they show us about 
the health of the ocean, the fish stocks and pollution. We can’t truly know the effect 
losing dolphins would have on the food chain. When you look at Californian sea otters, 
they were almost hunted to extinction and there was an enormous impact on their 
prey species. Everything is interconnected and to lose any species, particularly a top 
predator like dolphins, would be catastrophic.
 
What would you say the future of the dolphin holds? 
Well, there’s so many different species that it’s hard to say. There are 87 to 90 species 
of dolphin, whale and porpoise so it’s difficult to predict the future for each individual 
species. Even some of the different populations within those species are in danger. For 
some it’s positive and for some it’s not so positive. Quite a few populations and species 
are on the brink of extinction because of human threats. It’s a very varied picture.

Is there any real danger of dolphins becoming extinct? 
Dolphins in general, no. There are hundreds and hundreds of thousands of them, but 

many species and individual populations are being wiped out one by one. There’s a 
real danger of their extinction being fairly imminent. The vaquita’s numbers have been 
declining ten-fold over the last couple of decades and they’re now down to around 75 
individuals. There’s a community of orcas that spend their time between the north 
of Scotland and around Ireland. They are now down to what’s believed to be eight 
individuals, and they’ve not reproduced in years. As long as they’ve been studied they’ve 
had no calves and at this point you could call them scientifically extinct as a population. 
Once they’re gone they won’t be replaced.

Is there real hope for these seriously endangered species that are now down to double 
figures in the wild? 
Once you go down to those kind of figures the sad story is there’s not really much hope. 
There’s a situation in Hong Kong where the Chinese white dolphin has reached the 
stage where there are actually years in which every single calf will die within a couple 
of months of being born. It’s to do with the pollutant level and their numbers have 
greatly reduced. The figures are depressing but at the same time there are obviously 
success stories. There are areas that have been protected and legislation put in place 
to hopefully reduce the fishing pressure, but also to stop animals being hunted in 
countries around the world. It’s all about awareness, and getting people to realise the 
real value of these animals. 
 

What can our readers do to contribute to dolphin conservation themselves?
They can donate and become a supporter of the WCD where the funds go towards 
really important work. They can also help by writing letters to local politicians and 
governments. It’s important to think about your shopping choices – make sure that fish 
is sustainable and is not coming from sources that are also involved in whaling. Don’t 
go to dolphinariums or SeaWorld or any of these places when you’re on holiday. Don’t 
get fooled by the offer of swimming with smiling, happy dolphins. The majority have 
been caught from the wild, taken from their families and put into a concrete tank to 
entertain humans. They aren’t living wild and free, which is where they’re meant to be.

The fate of the dolphin
Nicola Hodgins is the head of science and research at the WDC and develops the 
organisation’s projects surrounding dolphins
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for thousands of years. But right now, there are
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that they’re being slaughtered by poachers for
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working tirelessly to help save the beautiful snow leopard.
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feels – to help save a species.
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Wildlife of the Galapagos Islands

064-069_WildlifeofGalapagosKS_WOA31.indd   64 02/03/2016   16:01



Wildlife of the 
Galapagos Islands

Thanks to their sunny equatorial position, their 
remote location and the influence of three ocean 

currents, the Galapagos Islands play host to 
some truly unique animals

Words John Bensalhia
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Island life
The volcanic archipelago that inspired Charles Darwin and 
has fascinated scientists for years is home to a vast number 
of amazing species found nowhere else on Earth

Wildlife of the Galapagos Islands

66

Lava heron

Galapagos land iguana

Whale shark

Green sea turtle

Brown pelican

Galapagos fur seal
These grey brown seals can be found 
on the rocky shores of the islands. The 
breeding season lasts from August to 
November. During this time the large 
colonies of fur seals are divided into 
separate areas as each mother seal claims 
a territory in which to raise her pup. Their 
main food choices are squid and fi sh.

Flightless cormorant 
The only cormorant that has lost the ability 
to fl y, this bird is the largest member of its 
family at a height of one metre (39 inches) 
and a weight of 2.5 to four kilograms (5.5 
to 8.8 pounds). The fl ightless cormorant 
dwells on the rocky shores of volcanic 
islands and forages in the coastal waters 
for fi sh, eels and small octopuses.

Turtle 
eggs
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Short-eared owl

Galapagos 
prickly pear

Galapagos hawk

Galapagos mockingbird

Galapagos penguin Sally Lightfoot 
crab

Blue-footed booby
The quirky blue-footed booby 
has many uses for its colourful 
feet. The male can show them off  
in a strut to attract the opposite 
sex during mating rituals – the 
bluer the colour, the more 
attractive he seems. The webbed 
feet also off er protection and 
warmth for their young. 

Marine iguana 
Marine iguanas are gentle 
creatures that live on a diet of 
underwater algae and seaweed, 
scraped from rocks with their 
teeth. They can cling to rocks 
with their sharp claws and their 
fl attened tails allow them to 
move through water. Their dark 
grey colour ensures that they 
absorb heat and maintain their 
body temperature.

Galapagos giant tortoise
This huge reptile is one of the 
two biggest giant tortoises 
worldwide. The Galapagos 
tortoise can weigh over 400 
kilograms (880 pounds) – all the 
more impressive as it can last 
without food or water for up to 
a year. When the islands were 
discovered in the 16th century, 
they were named ‘Insulae de los 
Galopegos’, which translates as 
‘Islands of the Tortoises’.

Magnifi cent frigatebird 
One of the biggest species of 
frigatebird, these Galapagos natives 
were fi rst encountered by Christopher 
Columbus in 1492. They have a forked 
tail and long, narrow wings. Their 
plumage is brown-black and the male 
uses its large red gular sac to attract 
a mate. Females can be distinguished 
by their white breast and belly.
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Darwin’s fi nch
This little bird is called a Darwin’s fi nch in 
reference to naturalist Charles Darwin. Having 
studied the wildlife on the Galapagos Islands, 
Darwin noted that despite overall similarities, 
there were subtle changes in size, claws and 
beaks between the birds from different islands.

Galapagos penguin
The most northern of all penguins, this species is 
marked out by its large bill and round face. The 
Galapagos penguins can be found on the Isabela 
and Fernandina islands, where they eat small fi sh 
such as sardines and mullet. Throughout the year, 
they stay close to their breeding islands.

Galapagos mockingbird
Galapagos mockingbirds are brave and 
inquisitive. Their exploratory nature comes in 
handy when they are searching for food, which 
usually includes eggs, seeds and baby turtles. 
They are also known to be good impersonators 
as they are able to mimic phrases and song.

Island natives
Introducing just a few of the unique island inhabitants

Wildlife of the Galapagos Islands

Islands in isolationIslands in isolationIslands in isolation
“The Galapagos Islands have a unique set of environmental conditions,” 
says Holly Forsyth, PR and communications offi cer at the Galapagos 
Conservation Trust. “Their sunny equatorial position combined with 
their location amid the cool Humboldt and Cromwell ocean currents 
allows these special islands to display a strange mix of both tropical and 
temperate environments, which is refl ected in the unusual plants and 
animals that inhabit them.”

The Galapagos Islands boast unique and beautiful animals, including 
birds, reptiles and fi sh. It’s the location where naturalist and geologist 
Charles Darwin studied wildlife in great depth; he set off for a fi ve-
year voyage in 1831 and his fi ndings here played a crucial part in the 
development of his theory of natural selection.

Because of the remote location of the Galapagos, the islands have 
some of the highest levels of endemic species in the world, including 
80 per cent of the land birds, 30 per cent of the plant life, and 97 per 
cent of the reptiles and land mammals. Sadly, the wildlife is under threat 
from a number of elements including invasive species (which can cause 
infections, predation and rivalry for resources), a greater number of 
tourists, changes in climate and marine pollution.
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Sally Lightfoot crab 
The fi ve-legged Sally Lightfoot crab is fast, 
energetic and agile. These spider-like crustaceans 
are fl at and keep low to the ground. Young Sally 
Lightfoot crabs blend in well with the black lava 
coasts of the volcanic islands, while the adults 
stand out with a reddish brown or bright orange.

Lava lizard
The most common kind of reptile on the islands, 
the lava lizard can measure up to 30 centimetres 
(one foot) in length. There are seven different 
species on the islands. The male is larger and 
more brightly coloured than the female, and 
bobs its head up and down to signify ownership.

Waved albatross
An amazing athlete, the waved albatross can 
fl y for many hours without stopping due to its 
dynamic soaring technique. The birds can live 
for up to 45 years and feed on fi sh, squid and 
crustaceans. They can also scavenge for other 
food, such as regurgitated food of other birds.

A vision for a 
sustainable Galapagos
Holly Forsyth is the PR and communications offi  cer 
at the Galapagos Conservation Trust

The Galapagos Conservation Trust (GCT) is the only UK charity to 
focus solely on the conservation of the Galapagos Islands. Holly 
Forsyth explains: “For over 20 years we have supported projects 
that encompass the three key areas of our vision for a sustainable 
Galapagos: science, culture and education.” 

By raising funds and awareness in the UK, GCT can support 
conservation projects in Galapagos, helping to contribute to the 
overall management of this unique ecosystem. “It is our mission to 
keep Galapagos as one of the best conserved tropical archipelagos 
in the world and to communicate the lessons we can learn from this 
special place to a wider audience,” says Holly.

Threats to the island wildlife include increases in tourism and the 
local population, climate change and marine pollution. However, 
as Holly explains, “The introduction of invasive species is widely 
recognised as the greatest threat to the biodiversity of oceanic 
archipelagos. Evolving in relative isolation, the endemic wildlife 
of Galapagos is particularly susceptible to the impacts of new 
species, which can include competition for resources, predation 
and infection by foreign diseases.” 

The GCT supports a variety of projects in the Galapagos Islands, 
all of which fall into fi ve key areas: conserving endemic species; 
marine conservation; controlling invasive species; sustainable 
development; and conservation through education. Holly adds, 
“The work that we support ranges from pioneering projects to 
understanding whale sharks, a species about which we still know 
so very little, through to ensuring the survival of the rarest of 
Darwin’s fi nches, the mangrove fi nch, by protecting them literally 
one egg at a time.”

Looking ahead, Holly sums up: “While the future of Galapagos 
may be uncertain, through collaboration, coordination and a 
concerted eff ort, there is still time to steer it towards long-term 
conservation and sustainability.”

If you would like to get involved with the work of the Galapagos 
Conservation Trust or fi nd out more about the charity and its 
conservation work, visit the website: 
www.galapagosconservation.org.uk.

“The Galapagos Islands have some 
of the highest levels of endemic 

species in the world”

064-069_WildlifeofGalapagosKS_WOA31.indd   69 02/03/2016   16:02



The golden toad disappeared not long after it 
was found. Herpetologist Jay Savage chanced 
upon the little neon orange amphibian in 
1964, when it startled him with its bright skin 
and unique colouration. It was found to be an 
endemic species, living nowhere else in the world 
but the tropical cloud forests of the Reserva 
Biológica in Monteverde, Costa Rica. The males 
greatly outnumbered females, so competition for 
mating was fi erce, and breeding seasons were 
frantic and violent. The golden amphibian was 
especially abundant in its range and thousands of 
individuals were recorded. In 1987 it was reported 
that they were breeding as expected; the golden 
toad was everywhere. Yet suddenly, out of 
nowhere, almost the entire population vanished. 
By 1988, after repeated visits to the frog’s forest 
habitat, only eight males and two females could 
be found. Thousands of frogs had seemingly 

disappeared at once, and scientists were 
puzzled as to what had caused this to happen. 
The sudden demise of the golden toad was 
an awakening and scientists all over the world 
began to research declining amphibian species, 
spawning a new branch of research.

The golden toad population crash has 
subsequently been attributed to a deadly fungus 
called the chytrid fungus, arguably the biggest 
threat known to the world’s frog species. The 
virus causes chytidiomycosis, an infectious 
disease capable of wiping out populations, 
spreading rapidly between frogs and causing 
devastation. In some species, the disease has a 
100 per cent mortality rate. There is no cure, and 
scientists are still unsure how it is transmitted. 
Alongside the fungus it’s thought that the frog’s 
limited habitat, global warming, and air pollution 
also contributed to its catastrophic decline.

Date: 15 May 1989 
Location: Monteverde, Costa Rica

Last seen… 

The golden toad was formerly a common 
species and although they were severely 
restricted in range, no conservation plans 
were put in place due to its success. 
However, the last known sighting of the 
golden toad was almost 20 years ago in 1989, 
when only one male was spotted. Experts 
carried out extensive searches hoping to fi nd 
additional frogs, but to no avail. Thorough 
searches of the known habitat have so far 
failed to locate the species, but even today, 
there are still people who search in the 
hope of fi nding the golden toad. Some even 
believe that when conditions are right these 
beautifully bright amphibians will reappear.

OST FOREVERLLOST FOREVERLOST FOREVERL

Warty skin
They had dry, warty 
skin, which is what 
distinguished them 

as toads.

Bright colouration
Males were orange with mottled 
markings on their undersides, 
while females were dark green 
or black with bright red blotches.

Small size
These tiny frogs 

were only 46-
56mm (1.8-2.2in) 

in length.

©
 fr

ee
ve

ct
or

m
ap

s.
co

m
; A

la
n 

B
at

le
y

Twenty years ago, this eye-catching amphibian was 
breeding effi ciently and lived in abundance throughout 
its range; its sudden disappearance baffl ed experts 

Golden toad

Costa Rica

The golden toad disappeared not long after it 
was found. Herpetologist Jay Savage chanced 
upon the little neon orange amphibian in 
1964, when it startled him with its bright skin 
and unique colouration. It was found to be an 
endemic species, living nowhere else in the world 
but the tropical cloud forests of the Reserva 
Biológica in Monteverde, Costa Rica. The males 

disappeared at once, and scientists were 
puzzled as to what had caused this to happen. 
The sudden demise of the golden toad was 
an awakening and scientists all over the world 
began to research declining amphibian species, 
spawning a new branch of research.

The golden toad population crash has 
subsequently been attributed to a deadly fungus 

Date: 15 May 1989
Location: Monteverde, Costa Rica

Last seen… 

The golden toad was formerly a common 
species and although they were severely 
restricted in range, no conservation plans 
were put in place due to its success. 

Warty skin
They had dry, warty 
skin, which is what 
distinguished them 

as toads.

Males were orange with mottled 
markings on their undersides, 
while females were dark green 
or black with bright red blotches.

Small size
These tiny frogs 

were only 46-
56mm (1.8-2.2in) 

in length.

its range; its sudden disappearance baffl ed experts 
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OF COLLECTIVE 
ANIMAL NOUNS

Something strange 
happens when a group 

of animals hang out 
together; they get 

assigned bizarre and 
comical names. Most 

people are familiar with 
schools, packs, and 

prides, but what about 
parliaments, piddles, and 
yokes? Find out how each 

one tells a story of the 
creature in question

Words Naomi Harding

AZAZA
TOTO
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A to Z

An aurora of 
polar bears 

A circus of puffi ns 

A business of ferrets

An embarrassment 
of pandas

A bale of turtles

A barrel of monkeys

A band of gorillasAn ambush of tigers

A

C

B

E

Polar bears trekking across 
the snow at nightfall are often 
illuminated with the dancing 
colours of the Aurora Borealis, 
the name given to the Northern 
Lights, across the night sky. Polar 
bears are mostly diurnal, active 
at dawn and dusk, and Aurora, 
meaning dawn, was the Roman 
goddess of the morning. 

Puffi ns are affectionately known as the clowns 
of the sea, and it’s easy to see why. Their 
distinctive facial markings and bright orange 
beaks are mainly used for courtship. During 
breeding season their beaks are much more 
vivid in colour and even bigger in size. Not only 
do these beaks resemble a clown’s nose, they’re 
also very useful for nest construction. 

Originally referred to as a ‘besynes’ of ferrets in 1486, this has roots 
in hunting and has changed over the years to a business of ferrets to 
refl ect their busy and frenetic nature.

Anyone who has watched endless 
panda videos on the internet will 
probably agree that they appear to 
be endearingly clumsy. Pandas are 
usually solitary animals that prefer 
peace and quiet, so the only time 
you will see an embarrassment of 
pandas in the wild is in breeding 
season and at birth. 

Atlantic puffi ns gather together 
in large colonies on the cliffs. 
Their courtship begins on the 
water, carefully selecting a mate 
for when they make it to land. 
Up on the cliff tops, they start 
out by ‘loafi ng’, casually loitering 

and socialising with each other in 
large groups. If you look closely 
there may also be some ‘billing’ 
going on, where a pair rubs their 
beaks together like a puffi n kiss, 
usually much to the interest of all 
the surrounding individuals. 

A to Z

A businessbusiness of ferrets
BB

7373

embarrassment

Anyone who has watched endless 
panda videos on the internet will 
probably agree that they appear to 
be endearingly clumsy. Pandas are 
usually solitary animals that prefer 
peace and quiet, so the only time 
you will see an embarrassment of 
pandas in the wild is in breeding 

A dongle 
of hoatzin

D
The hoatzin is perhaps one of 
the strangest birds out there. The 
chicks have two large claws on 
each wing, which they use with 
their feet to scramble around 
the branches of their birth tree, 
giving the appearance that they 
have four legs. The juveniles 
eventually lose this ability as 
the claws fall off and the limbs 
fl atten, transforming into wings. 

The loveable clown
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A fl amboyance of fl amingos

A galaxy of starfi sh

An 
implausibility 
of gnus

A group of fl amingos certainly is a fl amboyant sight. Their pink 
colour comes from the blue-green algae they feast on, and the 
brightness increases with food availability. They can also be 
called a stand of fl amingos, a nod to their incredible rod-like 
legs, which are longer than their bodies.

There are around 2,000 species of starfi sh brightening 
up the depths of the dark underwater world. Seemingly 
sparkling in every colour of the rainbow, they are found 
almost everywhere from the tropical oceans and polar 
waters, to shallow pools and abyssal depths. 

The gnu is a type of large antelope, 
more commonly known as the 
wildebeest. It undertakes one of the 
largest migrations on Earth. Over 1.5 
million of the beasts travel across the 
great plains of Africa on a route that crosses Tanzania 
and Kenya. The migration is a never-ending loop in 
search of resources, and requires incredible stamina.  

F
G

A fall of lambs
A fl otilla of swordfi sh

A fl uther of jellyfi sh

A gaze of raccoons

A gleam of herrings An intrusion of cockroaches 

A hum of bees

H
I

Bees make their characteristic 
humming sound through the 
movement of their wings and thorax. 
The rapid movement of their wings 
creates wind vibrations, which is what 
we hear as buzzing. As bees get larger 
their wings move slower, creating 
a lower pitch to their buzz. The 
vibrations are a really important part 
of pollination – giving a good shake 
helps deposit pollen more effi ciently. 

 of bees
Bees make their characteristic 
humming sound through the 
movement of their wings and thorax. 
The rapid movement of their wings 
creates wind vibrations, which is what 
we hear as buzzing. As bees get larger 
their wings move slower, creating 
a lower pitch to their buzz. The 
vibrations are a really important part 
of pollination – giving a good shake 
helps deposit pollen more effi ciently. 

implausibility

The gnu is a type of large antelope, 

wildebeest. It undertakes one of the 
largest migrations on Earth. Over 1.5 
million of the beasts travel across the 
great plains of Africa on a route that crosses Tanzania 
and Kenya. The migration is a never-ending loop in 
search of resources, and requires incredible stamina.  

 of cockroaches 
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A jubilee of eaglesJ Despite their collective noun, eagle family life is far 
from jubilant. Females of many eagle species lay 
two eggs in their carefully constructed nests. Once 
the eggs are hatched a fi ght to the death ensues 
with the most dominant chick surviving. Females 
are larger – sometimes up to a third bigger – and 
are usually the ones to survive. 

A kaleidoscope of butterfl ies

A loveliness of ladybirds

A knot of toads

A mess of iguanas
A labour of moles

A kettle of hawks

A mischief of mice
A leap of leopards

A lounge of lizards

K

L

Worldwide, there are around 20,000 species 
of butterfl y. They come in all shapes, sizes, and 
colours of the rainbow. Butterfl ies use their 
colourful wings to an advantage in a number of 
ways, from sending warning signals and mimicking 
poisonous insects, to blending into the background 
and attracting a mate. The nanostructures of the 
wings refl ect light in different ways so they appear 
to change colour, making many of them iridescent. 

Everyone’s favourite beetle has 
a number of characteristics that 
are particularly lovely. In a number 
of cultures they are considered 
symbols of good luck. It’s said 
after passing a ladybird you may 
succeed in love, prosper fi nancially, 

or be granted a wish, whereas 
killing a ladybird has the opposite 
effect and could result in a spell 
of bad luck. This most likely has 
origins in farming and agriculture, 
as the little beetles have a talent for 
keeping crop-eating aphids at bay.

A memory 
of elephants

M
This term has been 
described as a ‘modern 
vintage’. The fascination 
with elephant intelligence 
and memory has only 
been around for the last 
200 years or so, and it’s 
only relatively recently 
we have discovered just 
how clever elephants 
really are. 

 of iguanas

 of mice

A A loveliness of ladybirds

A 

LLL A 
of elephants

M
This term has been 
described as a ‘modern 

keeping crop-eating aphids at bay.

A to Z

K
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A quiver of cobras
King cobras live alone in the hot 
climate of Asia’s rainforests and tropical 
grasslands. Despite their fearsome 
reputation, females make for very loving 
parents, gently constructing their nests 
and fi ercely guarding their eggs. When 
the female cobra’s eggs hatch, she will 
make a quick getaway before the urge to 
eat her young overcomes her. 

King cobras are the longest of all 
venomous snakes. They are able to raise 
the fi rst third of their bodies and slither 
forward to attack their prey. When they 
feel threatened, their fi rst instinct is to 
retreat, but if that’s not possible, they 
will resort to rearing up, displaying their 
fangs and fl aring their hood.

Q
A quarrel of sparrows 

N
A nuisance of cats 

An ostentation 
of peacocks 

A nuisance of cats generally refers to house 
cats only, and anyone who has had a home 
full of cats could probably back this up. When 
talking about wild cats, the collective term is a 
destruction. In general, cats are solitary animals, 
but domesticated cats do a much better job of 
tolerating others than their wild counterparts. 

The extravagant display of a male 
peacock’s feathers is not purely a 

showy affair. The large and colourful feathers are 
designed not only to impress a female, but also 
to vibrate at low frequencies to communicate 
with other males, possibly to ward them off. 

A nye of pheasants

A nest of crocodiles

A nursery of raccoons

A to Z

N
nuisance of cats 

O

A parliament 
of owlsP

In mythology and folklore, owls were 
seen as a symbol of wisdom and good 
fortune. For instance, the Greek goddess 
of wisdom, Athena, was associated with a 
little owl. Despite this popular belief, owls 
do not rank among the higher levels of 
bird intelligence. 

P

Cobra defence tactics
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An unkindness 
of ravensUHistorically, ravens have been seen as a bad 
omen, a symbol of black magic or as harbingers 
of death. Today we know that ravens are 
extremely intelligent and fascinating creatures 
that demonstrate playful behaviour and the 
ability to solve complex puzzles.

A ubiquity of sparrows

A troubling of goldfi shT
Most people have heard of a 
school of fi sh, but when a group of 
goldfi sh get together, they become 
a troubling. However, a gathering 

of goldfi sh isn’t really troubling at 
all; in fact they seem to enjoy the 
company and tend to be more 
active when they’re with friends.

A tower of giraffes

A troop of kangaroos

A tribe of baboons

A troublingTA TA 

A shiver of sharksS Despite being more likely to get struck by lightning than 
attacked by a shark, spotting a gang of these ocean 
predators could easily send a shiver down your spine.

A romp 
of otters
Aside from parents 
playing with their young 
and some courtship 
tactics, playtime among 
adult animals is a rare 

occurrence. However, otters are known for 
their energetic behaviour and playful antics. 
Adults often take pleasure in rolling around, 
rough housing and frolicking with each other. 

They can frequently be observed sliding 
across icy surfaces on their stomachs, 
although experts are unsure whether this 
is playful or just an effi cient way of getting 
around. However, when food is scarce or 
they are in need of shelter, playing will 
stop completely.

occurrence. However, otters are known for 
their energetic behaviour and playful antics. 
Adults often take pleasure in rolling around, 
rough housing and frolicking with each other. 

They can frequently be observed sliding 
across icy surfaces on their stomachs, 
although experts are unsure whether this 
is playful or just an effi cient way of getting 
around. However, when food is scarce or 
they are in need of shelter, playing will 
stop completely.stop completely.

R

A ubiquity
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A venue of vultures

A wisdom of wombats

A zeal of zebras

A waddle of penguins

A watch of nightingales

A whiteness of swans

V W

Z

The term venue refers to vultures when they are 
sitting in trees. If the same vultures were in fl ight, it 
would be a kettle of vultures, whereas if the group 
were all feeding from a carcass, they would then be 
known as a wake of vultures. 

Wombats aren’t always thought 
of as the most intelligent creatures 
and are rarely associated with 
wisdom; however they have been 
seen to avoid traps and have the 

biggest brains of all the marsupials. 
They love to play, which is also a 
sign of intelligence, and will head-
butt each other or even bite and 
run to provoke a chase. 

Perhaps this comes from a zebra’s zealous 
enthusiasm for family life. They are known 
to form lifelong bonds and live in permanent 
groups, showing great affection and loyalty 
to one another. 

Roaming the Arctic tundra certainly has its risks and 
to stay safe from predators such as Arctic wolves and 
polar bears, musk oxen adopt a safety in numbers 
tactic. When faced with a predator, they ‘circle the 
wagons’, meaning they form a circle, keeping the 
young in the middle and facing outwards. Predators 
are faced with an off-putting ring of sharp horns. 

Vultures are well known for their 
diet of carrion, usually waiting 
until larger animals are killed, 
or sometimes using teamwork 
to attack the weak and sick. 
Although this doesn’t sound too 
appealing, they are actually of 
great use to their ecosystems. 
Vultures act as nature’s bin men, 
thanklessly disposing of dead 

animals safely and effi ciently 
before they turn putrid and run 
the risk of spreading disease. 
Some species form vast social 
networks to forage together and 
lead each other to food. The 
location and timing of a vulture’s 
next meal can be unpredictable, 
so helping each other out is 
essential to their survival.

 of wombats
W

A yoke of oxenY
An 
exaltation 
of larks

 of zebras
Perhaps this comes from a zebra’s zealous 
enthusiasm for family life. They are known 
to form lifelong bonds and live in permanent 
groups, showing great affection and loyalty 

Teamwork makes the dream work 

Some species of lark form 
large fl ocks able to fl y 
in seemingly perfect 
synchronisation 
as they migrate 
long distances 
to warmer 
climes.

X
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Explore the Earth

Visit the rugged, remote island where evolution ran wild 
and embark upon an adventure that will wow even the 

most seasoned of travellers

BORNEO
Words Alex Dale
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Sunda clouded leopard
There are no tigers on Borneo, so 
in their absence this agile leopard, 
equally at home on the ground 
or in the trees, is the island's 
largest predator. Until 2006 it was 
considered a subspecies of the 
mainland clouded leopard.

Wild Borneo

What you need to know

Catherine Capon is an environmentalist and wildlife fi lmmaker at
the eco-friendly holiday provider, Responsible Travel

Travel expert

“One thing most rated in Borneo is its weird wildlife. It’s 
worth heading into Indonesian Kalimantan, whose jungles 
must be navigated by river. Long-limbed orangutans are 
the huge draw, but proboscis monkeys – only found here – 
are the perpetual crowd pleasers.

The Malaysian state of Sabah is one of only two places on Earth where 
ten primate species are found. Dawn and nocturnal tours along the 
Kinabatangan River are among Borneo’s most tranquil experiences and 
they allow you to cruise through a forest fi lled with monkeys, elephants, 
rhinoceros hornbills and orangutans – kick back and watch it all fl oat by.”

81

When to go
The dry season (April to November) is 
the best time to visit if you want to see 
orangutans, while July to September offers 
the best visibility for diving.

How to get there
Malaysian Borneo has several international 
airports. Change at Kuala Lumpur or Hong 
Kong to reach Kuching or Kota Kinabalu. 
For Kalimantan, travel onward to Pontianak.

What to take
Borneo is in a malarial zone and the risk 
increases in rural areas, so take a course 
of anti-malarial tablets. Sunscreen and 
mosquito repellent are essential, too.

What the weather will do
November to March is the ‘wet’ season, but 
the tropical monsoon climate means you 
should prepare for rain at any time. Expect 
sweltering temperatures all year round too.

What you’ll see
Although much of Borneo’s rainforest has 
been destroyed, what remains continues to 
amaze; all kinds of life can be found within, 
from tiny frogs to great apes.

Paradise fl ying snake
More 'falling with style' than fl ying, the paradise 
fl ying snake navigates the forest by slithering to the 
end of a branch and propelling itself off, whereupon 
it fl attens its body out, allowing it to glide distances 
of up to 100 metres (328 feet).

1

3

2

4

5

Bornean orangutan 
Orangutans are the 
largest tree-dwelling apes 
in the world, and are 
found exclusively in Asia. 
Bornean orangutans have 
darker, shorter hair than 
their Sumatran relatives, 
and are less sociable.

Sumatran rhinoceros
Sadly, this small, dual-
horned rhinoceros seems 
doomed to extinction; 
threatened by poachers 
and habitat loss, less than 
100 wild individuals remain 
on neighbouring Sumatra, 
and there are just a 
handful of survivors found 
in east Kalimantan.

Horsfi eld's tarsier 
A night safari offers the 
best odds of witnessing 
this tiny, otherworldly-
looking primate's lethal 
hunting technique. It uses 
sound to locate prey such 
as birds and insects in 
the dark, before springing 
as far as two metres (6.5 
feet) to catch its dinner.

1 Bako National Park, Sarawak
2 Mount Kinabalu National Park, Sabah
3 Danum Valley Conservation Area, Sabah
4 Kutai National Park, Kalimantan
5 Tanjung Puting National Park, Kalimantan

Map key

Indonesia

Malaysia
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Orangutans are Asia’s only native great apes. Cut off from their 
(now extinct) mainland relatives thousands of years ago, Borneo’s 
orangutans adapted to forest life, their long arms allowing them to 
swing through the canopy as fast as you could run on the floor below.

Cumbersome on land, orangutans spend around 90 per cent of 
their lives in the treetops, where they feast on fruits such as durians 
and lychees. They play an important role in the rainforest, dispersing 
seeds through their dung and enabling sunlight to penetrate the thick 
canopies when they break off branches to build their nests.

Visitors hoping to catch a glimpse of wild Borneo’s poster child are 
spoilt for choice. The most hassle-free (but somewhat artificial) way 
is to visit one of the island’s many rehabilitation centres. Semenggoh 
Wildlife Centre, in Sarawak, Malaysia, is one of the more ethically-
minded, geared towards reintroducing captive or injured orangutans 
into the wild. Here you can watch them socialise and feed from a 
viewing platform at a safe distance.

More intrepid explorers may prefer to visit national parks where 
sightings of wild orangutans are possible, if not always guaranteed; 
Kinabatangan Wildlife Sanctuary and Danum Valley, both in Sabah, 
Malaysia, are popular options.    
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Hang with the orangutan

Bornean adventures

Mulu Caves
This World Heritage site is a breathtaking system 
of vast limestone caves. One of these, Clearwater 
Cave, is argued to be the biggest in the world by 
volume. The network is still being explored, with 
new passages uncovered each year.

Equator Monument
Pontianak, the capital of Indonesian Borneo, is the 
only city in the world to sit on the equator line, a fact 
it celebrates with this monument. Popular sites 
include mosques, museums and Sentarum Lake. 

Jellyfish Lake
In Kakaban Island’s Jellyfish Lake you can get 
up close and personal with clouds of jellyfish, 
made up of four species that have evolved without 
stingers, as they have no natural predators. 

Sarawak longhouse
For a glimpse at the reality of remote jungle life 
you can book a stay with the Iban tribe, who live 
in communal shacks on stilts. Many families will 
share one long building divided into rooms.

Cat City
Sarawak’s largest city is Kuching, which translates 
as ‘cat’ in the Malay language. As a result, statues 
and museums throughout the city have taken on a 
feline theme.
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You’re likely to hear these comical-looking 
primates long before you see them – the 
males use their distinctive fl attened noses 
to emit a loud honk that echoes through the 
treetops when they wish to alert the rest of 
their group to danger. 

The proboscis monkey can only be found 
on Borneo, where it favours mangroves 
and swamp forests. Largely arboreal 
(tree-dwelling), their diet consists mainly of 
leaves, seeds and unripe fruit. This diffi cult-
to-digest diet has resulted in the evolution 
of another amusing physical feature – their 
pot bellies. Compartmentalised like a cow’s 
stomach, their complex guts act like a 
fermentation tank.

Although endangered due to 
deforestation, there are several places where 
you have a good chance of an encounter, 
including Sarawak’s Bako National Park and 
Kalimantan’s Tanjung Puting National Park. 
The best time to arrive is either dawn or 
dusk, when the monkeys forage for food.

Hear the honks 
of proboscis 
monkeys

The origin of the world’s smallest elephant remains unclear. 
It was long believed that they were the descendants of a 
domesticated herd of mainland Asian elephants that were 
released onto the island in the 18th century, which would 
explain their gentle nature. But more recent studies using 
DNA suggest that Borneo elephants have been isolated 
by their cousins for at least 300,000 years and are now 
considered to be a separate subspecies. Either way, the 
‘pygmy’ moniker is a little misleading; growing to as tall as 
2.5 metres (8.2 feet), the Borneo elephant is only slightly 
smaller than other subspecies of Asian elephants.

Due to deforestation, this endangered elephant’s range 
is now restricted to northeastern Borneo. Numerous 
conservation areas in Sabah, most notably Tabin Wildlife 
Reserve and Ulu Kalumpang Forest Reserve, have been 
designated to promote sustainable tourism and ensure the 
continued survival of this baby-faced, docile elephant.

Meet mild-mannered 
pygmy elephants
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If you embark on a river safari 
along the peat-swamp forests 
of the Kinabatangan, you might 
see this crocodile’s slender 
snout breach the surface. The 

gharial mainly eats fi sh, but is 
known to prey on proboscis 
monkeys who mistime their 
daring leaps across branches 
that overhang the water.

Taking its name from the crescent-shaped marking 
on its chest, the world’s smallest bear has a wide, 
short muzzle that makes it slightly dog-like in 
appearance. Like so many of Borneo’s mammals, 
the sun bear has adapted itself for life in the trees, 
with feet turned slightly inwards and thick claws 
that allow it to both climb and rip bark apart in 
search of food. They are particularly fond of honey 
and the gaping holes they tear in trees while they 
hunt for it often become homes for hornbills and 
fl ying squirrels. The bears also disperse seeds and 
control termite numbers in the forest.

Sun bears are reclusive animals but Sabah 
boasts the Bornean Sun Bear Conservation Centre, 
where they can be readily seen.

Soak up rays with 
the mini Malayan 
sun bears

Float past false gharials

Look out for red leaf monkeys
Meet Borneo’s other charismatic red 
primate. This territorial monkey can be 
found in lowland forests, where it feeds 
on seeds, fruit and fl owers. It lives in small 
groups typically consisting of a single male 

and several females and infants. In all, 
Borneo is home to ten different primate 
species. The Danum Valley Conservation 
Centre in Sabah is one of a handful of 
areas where all ten co-exist.

Borneo’s 
brilliant bugs

Whip scorpion
Breathe easy; it’s not a true scorpion, and its whip-like 
tail doesn’t have a stinger. You may get a whiff  of vinegar 
when they spray acid from glands in their abdomen.

Violin beetle
Resembling a dead leaf from afar, this forest-dwelling 
beetle’s fl attened body allows it to hide between layers 
of large fungi. 

Giant forest ant
There are more than 700 species of ant in Borneo 
nd these make up about fi ve per cent of the global 
population, The giant forest ant is just one of these. 
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ABOVE
Look up to spot 
these monkeys 
as they rarely 
come down from 
the trees

ABOVE
Sun bears can slurp 
up honey with their 

impressively long tongues

Rhinoceros beetle
Found only in Borneo’s rainforests, these cantankerous 
beetles are pound-for-pound the strongest animals 
going, capable of li� ing 850 times their body weight.

Rajah Brooke’s birdwing 
Malaysia’s national butterfl y has a 17-centimetre (6.7-
inch) wingspan that makes it a powerful fl yer. It can 
cross a river in just three or four wing beats.
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Borneo’s oceanic waters teem with 
life; in particular Sipadan Island, off the 
coast of Sabah, Malaysian Borneo, is 
considered one of the top dive spots 
in the world. The area was a favourite 
of world-famous oceanographer 
Jacques Cousteau, who proclaimed it 
“an untouched piece of art”.

Sipadan’s barrier reef is home to 
an abundance of green and hawksbill 
turtles, and sightings of bizarre fi sh 
such as the one-metre (3.3-foot) 
long humphead parrotfi sh are almost 
guaranteed. But the highlight for 
many divers is the aptly-named 
Barracuda Point, where you can 
fi nd yourself encircled by a shoal of 
thousands of blacktail barracudas. 
They swim in this tornado-like pattern 
to disorient predators, preventing 
them from homing in on any one fi sh.

The Sunda clouded leopard will be challenging to 
spot, but keep your eyes trained on the treetops 
and you may be lucky enough to get a glimpse. 
These mysterious big cats are particularly profi cient 
climbers, with rotating rear ankles that enable them 
to walk down trees headfi rst. A good place to go 
on the leopard lookout is Tanjang Puting National 
Park, an expanse of swamp forest that protrudes 
into the Java Sea. It is best navigated by klotok, a 
traditional wooden boat so named for the sound 
of its motors. The operators double up as excellent 
wildlife guides and can point you in the direction of 
macaques, sambar deers and proboscis monkeys, 
as well as clouded leopards.

Dive into a 
tornado of 
barracudas 

Creep through 
the rainforest with 
clouded leopards
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Jungle trekking tips 
Cover up 
Cover as much skin as possible to protect yourself from 
thorny vegetation and mosquitoes – there is no vaccine for 
dengue fever, which is carried by day-fl ying mosquitoes.

Look out for leeches 
Terrestrial leeches are a common menace; wear long 
trousers and secure them with string or clips, or wear 
leech socks (see below). If one latches on, dislodge it by 
placing your fi ngernail between the sucker and your skin 
and pushing sideways.

Be prepared
It rains frequently and unpredictably. Protect maps and 
electronics with waterproof wallets and keep a spare 
change of clothing in your backpack – but pack lightly and 
save dry clothes for the night where possible.

Who to travel with
Luxury
Reef & Rainforest

Best of Borneo’s Wildlife
From £3,930 per person for 14 days, 
including fl ights

WWW.REEFANDRAINFOREST.CO.UK

Family
Responsible Travel

Borneo Orangutan Holiday 
From £2,925 per person for 14 days,
including fl ights

WWW.RESPONSIBLETRAVEL.COM

Budget
Rickshaw Travel

Tabin Expedition, Tabin
National Park
£465 per person for 3 days, excluding fl ights

WWW.RICKSHAWTRAVEL.CO.UK

Wild Borneo
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Leech socks
Worn over your socks and 
inside your shoes, these can be 
pulled tight with toggles to offer 
complete protection against 
ground-dwelling leeches.
£21.95
www.purpleturtle.co.uk

Nomad waterproof poncho
A zip at the back allows you to 
cover your backpack as well as 
your body while keeping your 
hands free, and it can also double 
up as a ground sheet or tent.
£12
www.nomadtravel.co.uk

Osprey Kestrel 28 
backpack
The integrated and detachable rain 
cover and ventilated back panel on 
this bag make it ideal for Borneo’s 
sticky conditions.
£100
www.ospreyeurope.com

Sarek trekking shirt
This hard-wearing and durable long-
sleeved cotton shirt has ventilation 
fl aps under the arms and across the 
shoulders, and is designed to wick 
away moisture.
£90
www.fjallraven.co.uk
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Wildlife photography

The perfect settings
Keep stable
Focus in the dark

Be prepared
Tip 1

The most fundamental trick to getting good shots 
of nocturnal animals isn’t actually anything to do 
with your camera; it’s about doing your research 
and being prepared. Find out about your chosen 
animal’s habits. For instance, if photographing 
badgers, visit their sett a few times and observe 
their routines to fi nd out which exit paths they 
use, so you know where to set up. We spoke 
to pro wildlife photographer Connor Stefanison 
(www.connorstefanison.com) about his advice 
on preparation: “The best thing to do to prepare 
for a night shoot is to fi rst visit the location during 
daylight. It’s important to see any obstacles when 
it’s light out, and it also makes it easier to fi nd 
potential compositions. Sometimes I’ll try to use 
Google Earth to fi nd out where I can go to avoid 
light pollution from nearby cities.”

Make sure you have a torch so that you can see 
your settings and are able to spot uneven ground 
as you walk. Remember to pack outdoor clothing 
with pockets to keep you warm and give you 
quick access to your accessories. 

Do your research and make sure you 
have the right equipment to hand

88

Research the animal’s 
usual behaviour to help you 

capture this on camera

Photograph nocturnal 
animals with ease

With the help of professional photographer Connor Stefanison, 
we give you the best tips for night-time shooting 

A torch or headlamp is a 
must-have accessory to 
help you see what you’re 
doing in the dark
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Night-time settings
Tip 2

With a lack of light, you need to really think about 
what settings you can use to let the most light in. 
Using Aperture Priority mode and a wide aperture 
(low f number) will let more light into the lens, and 
raising your ISO will make the sensor more sensitive 
to the light there is. A higher ISO also means a 
faster shutter speed can be used, leading to sharper 
shots if the animal is moving. Keep your ISO as 
low as it can be, though, to minimise the amount 
of grain in your shots. The exact settings that you 
need to use, however, depend on a few factors, so 
often you may need to experiment and think about 
the result you want. 

“Settings will be different depending on which 
lens you’re using, and how high of an ISO you’re 
comfortable with,” says Connor. “For wide angle 
images with stars, try ISO 3200, f2.8 or f4, 20 
seconds, and make adjustments as you need to. For 
the stars to not streak, you’ll probably need to use a 
shutter speed of 20 seconds or faster.” 

The key choices to make once you start 
shooting in the dark
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Raise your ISO 
to brighten up 

dark images

Wildlife photography

Use Aperture Priority 
and set a low f number to 
capture more light

Tip 3

You may need to use a slow shutter speed to 
let more light into the camera, especially if you 
don’t want grainy shots from really high ISOs. 
At slow shutter speeds, though, any movement 
of the camera will cause shots to blur. Avoid 
this shake by using a tripod and set it up on 
sturdy ground. Only raise the centre column if 
you need to, as this is less stable than raising the 
legs fi rst. If you’re using a slow shutter speed, 
though, you’ll have to take your shot when the 
animal is fairly still or combine this with fl ash. 

Connor Stefanison advises: “Using the mirror-
lockup function in your camera and a cable 
release can help, too. If your lens has image 
stabilisation, turn it off when shooting slow 
shutter speeds on a tripod. Having it turned 
on will only cause blurry images… Check your 
camera body too, because some camera bodies 
have stabilisation built in.” 

Keep images sharp using some simple 
and sturdy support

Avoid the shakes

Avoid camera 
shake by using 

a tripod

Connor’s top tip
“Shoot in the RAW fi le 

format. Setting your camera 
to RAW will provide you 
with much more detailed 
image fi les, and allow you 

to enhance your image 
more effectively than with 

a JPEG fi le.”  
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Light it up
There will be times where you 
need to add light into your scene
In areas that are pitch black, just raising 
your ISO won’t be enough, and you’ll 
need to add in some extra light. Some 
species in particular don’t like fl ash, and 
it will scare them, so try using continuous 
lighting instead. This can be in the form 
of dedicated LED lights that attach to 
your camera’s hotshoe, car lights set up 
near your scene, or a torch shone in their 
direction works too. A red light source 
is also benefi cial, since it is less visible to 
animals. If you don’t have a red bulb, you 
can simply cover the fl ashlight with red 
cellophane paper. 

Tip 4

Add light into your 
scene but be cautious 

of scaring the animals
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Wildlife photography

LED lights are 
useful as you can 
usually control 
their strength

Connor’s top tip
“Learn to use fl ash 

effectively and understand 
how changing each setting 
will affect the overall image. 
Once you understand the 
basics, move the fl ash off 
the camera, and consider 

experimenting with 
multiple fl ashes.” 

The fl ash debate

“I use fl ash for many of my photos. 
It can be intimidating to learn, but 
a whole new world of creative 
possibilities will open up once you 
do learn it. The most important 
aspect of using fl ash for wildlife 
is to understand if your subject 
is negatively affected by fl ash. 
For example, some owls are quite 
sensitive to multiple bursts of 
fl ash. It’s all about moderation. No 
species, including humans, would 
enjoy numerous continued fl ashes 
fi ring at them. Before setting off to 
photograph your intended subject, 
do some research fi rst to see if using 
fl ash is safe.”

Flash can really help to freeze 
action, but use it wisely

Connor Stefanison talks about whether or not 
you should use fl ash to photograph wildlife
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Tip 5

Focusing in low light can be tricky, with many cameras 
struggling to fi nd that focus point in AF mode. “The 
easiest way to focus the lens at night is to spotlight 
your subject with a fl ashlight, and autofocus on it,” 
says Connor. Once you’ve done this, lock your camera 
and lens to manual focus mode, so the focus doesn’t 
shift again when you go to take the shot. 

“If you have time, you can use the live view function 
and manual focus while the screen is magnifi ed to 5x 
or 10x [to really get the focus accurate]. Avoid shining 
the light in the subject’s eyes. If the subject is small, 
use the outer edge of the light beam instead of the 
brightest spot in the middle.”

Make sure you’re in focus with these top tips

Focus in the dark

Wildlife photography
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Get pin-sharp shots using 
some precision focusing

Step 1
In AF mode, shine a torch where 
you think your animal will move 
to to help your camera focus. Half 
press the shutter to autofocus. 

Step 2
Lock the focus by switching your 
lens to MF mode. This means it won’t 
start hunting for focus again when 
you actually go to shoot.

Step 3
Turn off  the torch and patiently wait 
for the animal to come into the area 
you focused on before pressing down 
the shutter to take the shot. 
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questions@animalanswers.co.uk
Send your animal questions to us at:

@WorldAnimalsMag worldofanimalsmagFollow us at...

What is a keystone species?
A keystone species is an animal, or sometimes a plant, 
which has the ability to shape its environment. Without 
these species, a landscape would look dramatically 
diff erent. The sea otter is the classic example of a 
keystone species. These animals feed on sea urchins and 
by doing this, keep the sea urchin population at a stable 
level. Without otters, the number of sea urchins would 
increase, and their appetite for kelp would strip kelp 

forests bare. This would leave the area uninhabitable for 
the other animals that depend on the giant seaweed as a 
food source. Kelp also siphons carbon dioxide from the 
air, converting it to sugar, which helps to reduce harmful 
atmospheric carbon. 

Elephants are another good example of keystone 
species. By uprooting the savannah’s acacia trees and 
pulling out small bushes, they maintain the landscape. 

Without the elephants pulling up the trees, the acacia 
would keep growing taller and the habitat would 
eventually transform into a forest, which would have 
devastating eff ects for all the other animals living there. 

Other keystone species of animal include alligators, 
bears, hummingbirds and bees. In some instances, the 
removal of a keystone species can lead to the collapse of 
an entire ecosystem. 

Sea otters live in kelp forests 
of the North Pacifi c Ocean, 
and are one of the most 
important keystone species

Animal answers

Why are mosquitoes 
important? 
A lot of people ask this, particularly when talking about the 
‘circle of life’ and the fi ne balance of ecosystems. What part 
do mosquitoes play in this, and would it really matter if they 
didn’t exist? It’s easy to see why people dislike mosquitoes 
– at best, their persistence and bloodthirsty behaviour is a 
nuisance and can spread deadly diseases. 

Mosquitoes have been around much longer than man, 
with the oldest fossil dating back 200 million years, making 
the small insects much more important than you’d think. 
All animals have evolved to fi ll an ecological niche, and 
mosquitoes are no different. In their larval stage, mosquitoes 
are aquatic insects that strain unicellular algae from the water, 
and make a nutrient-dense snack for other aquatic animals, 
and as fl ying insects, they are an important food source 
for birds and bats. In medicine, near-painless hypodermic 
needles have been modelled on a mosquito’s proboscis. 
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Despite being a nuisance, 
mosquitoes are a key 
part of the food chain

In their larval stage, 
mosquitoes are able to propel 
themselves around the water 
in a wriggling motion
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Moths actively 
move towards 
light, even to 
their detriment 

Why are moths attracted to light?
Some species of moth are positively 
phototactic, meaning they move 
towards light sources. Negatively 
phototactic species move away 
from light, such as cockroaches. 
The reason for these behaviours is 
up for debate.

Many creatures, moths included, 
use the light emitted from the Moon 
and stars as a source of navigation, 
and artifi cial light sources are likely 
to interfere with this. Once the 
moth has ventured close enough, 
the light is enough to confuse them 

and draw them closer. But this 
doesn’t explain why the insects 
like to linger around the light. Many 
have a strong attraction to light 
sources that emit UV wavelengths 
and moths will be more attracted to 
white light than yellow or orange. 

Again, scientists still aren’t really 
sure why this is. It’s really hard to 
design an experiment to test why 
an insect makes certain choices 
but the theory is that since fl owers 
refl ect UV light, the insects may 
associate the light source with food. 

Goldfi sh remember more 
than we fi rst thought

Do goldfi sh really have 
bad memories?
For a long time it was generally accepted 
that goldfi sh couldn’t remember much 
about their surroundings and only had 
three-second memories. However, it has 
since been discovered they can remember 
more than we thought, especially when 
compared to other fi sh. The three-second 
myth has been debunked numerous times 
and experiments have shown that goldfi sh 
are able to learn and retain information, 

and even recall the knowledge a� er a 
period as long as 12 days. 

Goldfi sh have also been trained to 
press a lever at a certain time of day to 
obtain food, demonstrating a certain level 
of intelligence. Your goldfi sh may even 
remember you, as there is evidence to 
show they remember their keepers and 
are able to have a favourite – usually the 
person who feeds them!

animalanswers.co.uk
Find out at…

Q. Why do 
Japanese macaques 
like to take baths?

Why does the female 
praying mantis eat the 
male after mating?
Surprisingly, this is a myth! It has been said for a long time that the female 
will detach and consume the head of her mate during, or immediately 
after, copulation as a vital source of protein to help produce lots of 
healthy eggs. However, the truth is more complicated. In 1984, a group of 
entomologists closely watched 30 pairs of praying mantises and not one 
of the males suffered post-coital decapitation. This has also been noted 
by numerous other scientists, further debunking the misleading myth. 
The males aren’t quite out of the danger zone, though. On rare occasions, 
females do turn on their mates, but only in captivity when the female has 
not been fed enough. There have been some documented cases of a 
male offering himself to the female to ensure she passes on his genes.

Female praying 
mantises may not be 
the villains they have 
been made out to be
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comforts Take a look at our fabulous list of 
gifts for spring, from chocolatey 
treats to over-sized sweets 

Spring gifts

Cookie characters
If you prefer biscuits to chocolate, 

fear not. These Beatrix Potter 
biscuits are expertly cra� ed, hand-
iced, and come in all your favourite 

childhood characters.
biscuiteers.com, £42.50 

Bunny ears 
If a chocolate bunny just 

isn’t enough, go one 
step further with this 

excellent gi�  from Lindt. 
Fluff y bunny ears are 
included for children 

and adults alike.
lindt.co.uk, £5.99

Brighten up 
breakfast

It doesn’t get any better 
than breakfast in bed – 

unless you have a boiled 
egg served in this cute 

bunny egg cup. 
johnlewis.com, £3

Gentle glow  
Strings of ten so� -glow fairy 

lights for children and the 
young at heart. Now for the 
tough decision: woodland 

rabbits or little chicks?
dotcomgist shop.com, 

£19.95 each

Egg-stremely indulgent
This is Hotel Chocolat’s largest 

ever Easter egg, and it’s no 
disappointment. They’ve replicated 

a real ostrich egg and created a shell 
thicker than any other to conceal a 

selection of their chocolates.
hotelchocolat.com, £75Size matters

What is 6,120 calories, weighs 2.3kg 
(5lb), and comes in four amazing 
fl avours? A giant gummy bear, of 

course. At 1,400 times the size of a 
normal gummy bear, it’s perfect for 

anyone with a sweet tooth.
fi rebox.co.uk, £34.99 each

Sweet treat
If you’re a� er something other than the usual bunnies, 

chicks, and eggs, then look no further than this adorable 
iced pet lamb biscuit. It comes sprinkled with edible glitter 

and tucked away in a pretty presentation box.
notonthehighstreet.com, £8

Eco-friendly egg
The best-selling egg 
from Montezuma’s 

has won awards 
for its innovative 

packing. With a low 
volume of egg to 
packing ratio and 
a biodegradable 
sleeve, they are 

a great choice for 
the eco-conscious.
montezumas.co.uk, 

£7.99
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Egg-stremely indulgent
This is Hotel Chocolat’s largest 

ever Easter egg, and it’s no 
disappointment. They’ve replicated 

a real ostrich egg and created a shell 
thicker than any other to conceal a 

selection of their chocolates.
hotelchocolat.com, £75Size matters

What is 6,120 calories, weighs 2.3kg 
(5lb), and comes in four amazing 
fl avours? A giant gummy bear, of 

course. At 1,400 times the size of a 
normal gummy bear, it’s perfect for 

anyone with a sweet tooth.
fi rebox.co.uk, £34.99 each

Decorate
your dinos

These genius cutters 
enable you to make four 
varieties of freestanding 
dinosaur biscuits. Just 
cut your cookies, bake, 

and assemble! 
lakeland.co.uk, £4.27 
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DMRLS Collectables and Curios
Your one-stop shop for the unusual and collectable

www.dmrlscollectablesandcurios.co.uk
Email: info@dmrls.co.uk

Phone: 07710 802786

• New ranges arriving monthly

• Real insect desktop ornaments in gift boxes 

• Real insect educational sets including the life cycle of  the honeybee 

• Real insect and butterfly jewellery 

FREE UK Delivery

Coming soon: 
Limited edition life-like cobra incense tower.

Due to arrive April 2016. See our website for more details.

www.dmrlscollectablesandcurios.co.uk

To advertise in

adinfo@imagine-publishing.co.uk

Contact us on
01202 586442
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