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Praise for The Nature Magpie


‘A miscellany that keeps you turning the pages.’


Desmond Morris, author of The Naked Ape


‘The Nature Magpie is seductively readable, a delightful and constantly surprising compendium of facts about nature.’


Bill Adams, author of Against Extinction: The Story of Conservation


‘A delightful lucky dip of fascinating facts.’


Kate Long, author of The Bad Mother’s Handbook


‘A must-read for those interested in Nature and the world around us. Daniel has collated a wonderful resource of facts and information, written in his own veritable style. I consider Daniel Allen to be the Brian Cox of animal science. A book you can dip into time and time again. Highly recommended.’


Margrit Coates, author of Communicating with Animals: How to Tune Into Them Intuitively


‘If you thought of your spouse with nothing but awe and guilt, how long would the marriage last? A healthy relationship can use a little more, for example some affectionate humour and curiosity. In our relationship with nature, Daniel Allen’s lovely book The Nature Magpie is just what we need to restore the balance.’


Boria Sax, author of Crow


‘Terrific. Full of interesting information, nice anecdotal style. Terrifically informative … and funny.’


Peter Egan, British actor and Animals Asia ambassador


‘A book certain to appeal to everyone with an interest in nature – and a handy reference as well, full of fascinating facts presented in a highly readable style.’


David Alderton, author of Animal Grief
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‘Nature is a book of many pages and each page tells a fascinating story’


—Andrew Ellicott Douglas (1867–1962)


‘What a book a devil’s chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering, low, and horribly cruel work of nature.’


—Charles Darwin (1809–1882)














INTRODUCTION


‘It seems to me that the natural world is the greatest source of excitement;


the greatest source of visual beauty; the greatest source of intellectual interest.


It is the greatest source of so much in life that makes life worth living.’


—Sir David Attenborough


Nature is one of the most widely talked about subjects in the 21st century. Every day, reports about natural disasters, the weather, calls to save endangered species, animal mistreatment, and the threat of virus and disease abound in the news. In these debates, ideas about nature are often multiple and contradictory, but everyone is united in sharing personal experiences with the natural world.


Our past influences our attitudes towards nature – whether it was the first time you looked into the eyes of a captive animal in a zoo, family holidays to exotic places, sleeping beneath the stars in a national park, watching wildlife documentaries, learning how to identify birds and forage with your grandfather or walking in the rain with a girlfriend or boyfriend, everybody has had their special moments with nature.


In childhood, watching Tarka the Otter as a six-year-old very much influenced my approach to the natural world. Expecting a Disney-inspired cartoon with talking animals, a love story and a happy ending, I was met with barking dogs, hunting horns, blood, death and misery. This traumatic experience may have inspired some to become hunt saboteurs in later life – it had a different effect on me. Not only did it ignite my obsession with otters, it influenced my curiosity for the natural world, and started a lifelong inclination of questioning absolutely everything, while respecting the responses, however unsavoury.


I, as your candid corvid guide, am an animal geographer, otter expert, conservationist, pet magazine columnist and animal welfarist. The enormity of nature can be daunting, yet the briefest of moments inspires joy and fear. The Nature Magpie plays on these emotions, picking the choicest morsels from history, literature, philosophy, science and more to bring you a unique, fragmentary but many-sided look at the natural world. I hope you enjoy it.














IN THE BEGINNING


‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ are the first words of the Book of Genesis. The Judeo-Christian story of creation is a prominent worldview. Literal interpretations date the earth as 6,000–10,000 years old, and creationists believe every aspect of the natural world was created in six days:


Day 1: God created light and separated the light from the darkness, calling light ‘day’ and darkness ‘night’.


Day 2: God created an expanse to separate the waters and called it ‘sky’.


Day 3: God created the dry ground and gathered the waters, calling the dry ground ‘land’ and the gathered waters ‘seas’. On day three, God also created vegetation.


Day 4: God created the sun, moon, and stars to give light to the earth and to govern and separate the day and the night. These would also serve as signs to mark seasons, days, and years.


Day 5: God created every living creature of the seas and every winged bird, blessing them to multiply and fill the waters and the sky with life.


Day 6: God created animals to fill the earth. On day six, God also created man and woman in his own image to commune with him. He blessed them and gave them every creature and the whole earth to rule over, care for, and cultivate.


Day 7: God had finished his work of creation and so he rested on the seventh day, blessing it and making it holy.


This is just one of many creation myths. Thousands of years ago, humans tried to make sense of the origins of the natural world in which they exist and the ethnic culture within which they are grouped. Here are a few other examples of these sacred symbolic narratives:


Daoist


‘The Way gave birth to unity, Unity gave birth to duality, Duality gave birth to trinity, Trinity gave birth to the myriad creatures. The myriad creatures bear yin on their back and embrace yang in their bosoms. They neutralise these vapours and thereby achieve harmony.’


—Daodejing, 4th century BC


Midewin


Great Rabbit, the servant of the God Spirit, saw the helpless condition of the original people. He wanted them to overcome starvation and disease. After choosing an otter to communicate with the people, he shared the secrets of the Midewin, handing the animal the sacred drum, rattle, and tobacco for curing the sick. Using his medicine bag he then ‘shot’ a sacred white shell, the mi’gis, into the body of the otter, giving him immortality and the ability to pass on these secrets. The widespread use of otter-skin medicine bags in healing ceremonies was influenced by this myth.


Ojibwe


‘Kitche Manitou, the Great Spirit, had a vision, a dream. He made the earth, the rocks, water, fire and wind. He made the plants, animals, fishes, birds, and insects and then the Original People, Anishinabe, last …


Kitche Manitou then made The Great Laws of nature so that all living things could live in harmony and balance. The Great Laws governed the place and movement of the sun, moon, earth and stars; the powers of wind, water, fire and rock; the rhythm and continuity of life, birth, growth and decay. All things lived and worked by these laws.’


—Native Drums website (http://www.native-drums.ca)


Zulu


‘Unkulunkulu, the Ancient One, is the Zulu creator. He originally broke off from the reeds … It was he who broke off the people from the reeds and then the cattle and other peoples. He also broke off medicine men and dreams. He was really the first man and progenitor of other men. He created everything that is – mountains, cattle, stream, snakes. He taught the Zulu how to hunt, how to make fire with sticks, and how to eat corn. He named the animals for them.’


—David Adams Leeming, Creation Myths of the World: An Encyclopedia (2010)




‘Anyone teaching Historical Geology is faced with students who have already concluded that creationism explains the history of the earth. One of the questions that perplexes me is how such students can conclude that their ethnic or religious group has the complete explanation of the origin of the earth and its life, when so many ethnic or religious groups have so many different accounts of those origins.’


—Bruce Railsback, geologist at the University of Georgia





SPECIES DISCOVERIES


Every year over 19,000 species are discovered and officially named. As you might imagine, this is quite a challenge for the taxonomists involved. In 2008 the International Institute for Species Exploration (IISE) was set up to help advance the taxonomic process. The public have also been encouraged to take part, by nominating the ‘most exciting and engaging’ finds. These then appear on an annual Top Ten New Species list. Here is the 2012 list of species described in 2011:




	A snub-nosed monkey from Myanmar, Burma, that sneezes when it rains


Name: Sneezing Monkey (Rhinopithecus strykeri)


	A brightly coloured venomous banded box jellyfish, presumed to make those who first encounter it exclaim ‘Oh boy!’


Name: Bonaire Banded Box Jellyfish (Tamoya ohboya)


	A nematode measuring just half a millimetre found at a depth of 1.3km (0.8 mile) in a South African gold mine.


Name: Devil’s Worm (Halicephalobus mephisto)


	The first night-blooming orchid. It grows in the tropical forests of Papua New Guinea.


Name: Night-blooming Orchid (Bulbophyllum nocturnum)


	A small parasitic wasp that attacks and deposits eggs into unsuspecting desert ants in less than 0.05 seconds.


Name: Small Attack Wasp (Kollasmosoma sentum)


	A sponge-like mushroom which resembles a popular cartoon character.


Name: Spongebob Squarepants Mushroom (Spongiforma squarepantsii)


	A yellow poppy that blooms in the autumn monsoon season. Found hidden away miles into the Himalayan wilderness.


Name: Nepalese Autumn Poppy (Meconopsis autumnalis)


	A millipede found in Tanzania’s Eastern Arc Mountains, which is so big it looks like a sausage.


Name: Wandering Leg Sausage (Crurifarcimen vagans)


	A fossil of an extinct creature that may have used its bristly legs to capture prey.


Name: Walking Cactus (Diania cactiformis)


	An iridescent blue tarantula found in Brazil’s Amazon basin.


Name: Sazima’s Tarantula (Pterinopelma sazimai)





PANDA DIPLOMACY


Known for delivering information with a gentle authority, British naturalist Chris Packham is ‘excited by everything that slithers, slimes, scratches and stings’. Much to the surprise of the public, the giant panda did not fall into this category. In 2009 he stated:


Here is a species that, of its own accord, has gone down an evolutionary cul-de-sac …Unfortunately, it’s big and cute and a symbol of the World Wide Fund for Nature and we pour millions of pounds into panda conservation … I reckon we should pull the plug. Let them go, with a degree of dignity.


Although he later apologised, these comments did raise debate, which Packham insists was always the intention. His point, however undiplomatic, also remains valid. There are just 1,600 pandas in the wild and 328 in captivity. Over the past 30 years the Chinese authorities have reintroduced just ten captive-bred pandas to the wild. One died, another was killed by wild pandas, and six lost so much weight they were sent back to the Chengdu Giant Panda Field Research Centre.


Pandas have become more than an endangered species. Their presence puts a zoo on the global conservation map, bringing worldwide publicity. As Henry Nicholls, author of The Way of The Panda (2010), explains: ‘The real value of captive pandas lies not in their identity as pandas but in the colossal symbolic importance we humans have invested in this remarkable species.’ Giving up on the panda would save money, but admitting defeat on the most high-profile endangered species would be far more costly for global conservation.




‘Well-run zoos are an aid to animals and are not detrimental to their well-being … indeed, in many cases, zoos will turn out to be the last refuge of numerous species in a human-being-infested world.’


Gerald Durrell, The Stationary Ark, 1976





SHIPS OF THE DESERT


Ungainly, uncomfortable, bad-tempered, smelly creatures with a propensity to spit is how most holiday makers remember their encounters with camels. When Jacqueline Kennedy, the US First Lady, visited Pakistan in 1962 she reluctantly had a ride, sitting on a heavily gilded two-seat howdah. ‘A camel makes an elephant feel like a jet plane,’ Kennedy later remarked.


Of the two species of camel, it was the two-humped bactrian (Camelus bactrianus) from central Asia that Kennedy rode. The one-humped dromedary (Camelus dromedaries) is native to the Middle East and Africa. Alongside geographic location, another useful way of distinguishing which has one hump or two is in the first letter of the respective names: B has two humps, D has one.


Most of the world’s 14 million camels are domesticated. Of these, 90 per cent are Dromedaries. Historically, these desert dwellers have been highly valued as transportable wealth, much like the horse and cow in more temperate environments. Their roles, as Fifty Animals that Changed the Course of History author Eric Chaline points out, include ‘beasts of burden, war mounts, milk producers and meat animals’. Without them, surviving the extreme desert conditions would be impossible.


These camels have adapted perfectly to the dry, hot, cold, sandy conditions of desert life. The hump is a prime asset. Contrary to popular belief, this is not full of water. It is a mound of fat internally consumed as an emergency food supply. Dromedaries can drink 113.5 litres (30 gallons­) of water in ten minutes, and prevent sweating by varying their body temperature from 34 to 41.7ºC. Their bodies are water-saving units that can go without water for up to seven days in the hottest of temperatures. Even their urine is highly concentrated and their dung dry.


As well as being able to carry four times the weight (up to 650lbs/295kg) of most packhorses, these ungulates have wide, tough, leathery feet designed not to sink. Moving both legs on the same side of the body together makes them more stable on the sand. During sandstorms their vision is also protected by thick, long eyelashes. These qualities made this animal vital to cross-desert trade over the centuries, connecting the Middle East with North Africa and Europe.


Camels may not be the most comfortable of rides, or the friendliest of animals, but they did help shape the history of the world, allowing international trade to cross continents, making nations powerful and merchants rich.




Camels are even-toed ungulates (Artiodactyla) – hoofed animals whose weight is spread equally on the third and fourth toes (‘ungulates’ are simply mammals with hoofs). Other animals in this group include the antelope, cow, deer, goat, giraffes, hippopotamus, sheep and pig. Odd-toed ungulates (Perissodactyla), which have one or three toes, include the horse, rhinoceroses and zebra. The Smithsonian Institution recognises 257 modern ungulates. A hoof is a modified toenail.





HOPPING AROUND


If you happen to be in Tasmania and see wallabies hopping in circles around fields with a little more bounce than normal, it’s OK, trust your eyes. It’s highly unlikely you are hallucinating. The wallabies, on the other hand, may well be. As the world’s largest producer of legally grown opium, Tasmania has an unlikely mob of drug-fuelled marsupials. In June 2009 the then Attorney General of the State, Lara Giddings, announced, ‘We have a problem with wallabies entering poppy fields, getting as high as a kite and going around in circles. Then they crash.’ Giddings continued, ‘We see crop circles in the poppy industry from wallabies that are high.’


Across the world the media had fun with the story. Happy hops damaging poppy crops, high wallabies making crop circles, more trippy than Skippy, opiate-crazed pouchers. The bizarre behaviour was not a laughing matter for everyone. During the previous financial year, a total of 2,280 poppy heads were stolen. Deer and sheep had also been known to snack on the nutritious narcotics. The field operations manager of Tasmanian Alkaloids, Rick Rockliff, told The Mercury:


As growers we try our best to try and stop this sort of consumption, particularly by livestock, due to concerns about the contamination of the meat. There is also the risk to our poppy stocks, so growers take this very seriously but there has been a steady increase in the number of wild animals and that is where we are having difficulty keeping them off our land.


These concerns are understandable. The land of the two Tasmanian pharmaceutical companies licensed to take medicinal products from poppies covers an enormous 49,420 acres. That’s an awful lot of wallaby-proof fencing. So how do you stop wallabies from hopping into your land? A 2010 report by the Tasmanian Institute for Agricultural Research gave the following advice: ‘Wallaby-proof fencing is a long-term option that usually needs to be integrated with other control methods such as shooting, poisoning and trapping, both at establishment and over time.’


MAKING TRACKS


Identifying birds by song can take years to master; identifying mammals by tracks is much easier. You just need a bit of guidance and plenty of practice.


Red foxes (Vulpes vulpes) do not keep to regular trails. Their four-digit tracks are very similar to those of dogs, but far more compact. The outer toes curve towards the inner ones. There is also space for a horizontal line to separate the upper and lower toes.


[image: Red foxes]


Badgers (Meles meles) generally keep to well-worn trails within the territory around their sett. Look for five-digit prints with a large kidney-shaped pad. The digits almost appear in a line, the fifth not always registering. In soft mud the claw prints also show. Another clue nearby can be their coarse white-tipped hair, which often gets caught on the bark of trees and barbed wire fencing.


[image: Badgers]


Otters (Lutra lutra) are always on the move. Any warm, empty shelter close to the water can become their holt for the day. They leave behind five-toed impressions with a rounded pad. Sometimes the webbing can be seen. Spraints (otter droppings) are also strategically deposited to mark their territory.


[image: Otters]


Mink (Neovison vison) tracks are sometimes mistaken for those of otters. Mink do leave behind five-toed impressions but they are smaller in size and have a star-shaped appearance. Imprints of long sharp claws are often visible, as is slight webbing. The heel pad, or interdigital, has four lobes, the largest two in the middle. Weasel (Mustela nivalis) prints are similar but much smaller.


Mink:     [image: Mink]


Weasel:     [image: Weasel]


Water voles (Arvicola terrestris) live in waterside burrows. Each forefoot has four digital pads with distinct claws, giving the impression of the toes being pointed. Each hind foot has five digital pads, with similar claws. A well-formed print looks like a miniature human hand.


[image: Water voles]


Brown rat (Rattus norvegicus) tracks are similar to those of water voles in shape and size, although the hind foot leaves a longer and narrower heel pattern. Wood mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus) tracks also resemble this but on a smaller scale.


Brown rat:     [image: Brown rat]


Wood mouse:     [image: Wood mouse]


Grey squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) have similar size prints to rats but can leave a complicated series of pad and claw marks. Those of red squirrels (Sciurus vulgaris) are smaller. The jumping movement of squirrels also groups their tracks, with hind prints appearing ahead of front ones.


[image: Grey squirrels]


Hedgehogs (Erinaceus europaeus) leave quite different tracks from the fore and hind feet, which can be confusing. The forefeet have five toes, but the thumb-like digit is often faint. The hind feet are narrower and longer with three toes in a row and two set further back. There are also three fused interdigital pads, and two heel pads on all feet.


[image: Hedgehogs]


Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) are easy to identify, with four digits on each foot and no heel pads. Their hind legs also leave long exaggerated impressions.


[image: Rabbits]


WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A …?


Similarities in appearance between certain species mean that mistaken identity is a common occurrence. Here are some tips to help see the differences.


House sparrow and tree sparrow:


House sparrows (Passer domesticus) have black and brown feathers, light grey breast and cheeks, a short, thick beak and grey crown. Females are much lighter in colour.


Tree sparrows (Passer montanus) have all chestnut brown crowns, white cheeks and collar and a contrasting black cheek spot.


House sparrows are noisy and gregarious. Tree sparrows are slightly smaller and shyer.


Remember: House sparrows have a grey crown like a slate roofed house; tree sparrows have a brown crown like trees in the winter; hedge sparrows are not sparrows at all, look for their slender, sharp beaks.


Song thrush and mistle thrush


Song thrushes (Turdus philomelos) have rich brown arrow-shaped marks on their cream under-body.


Mistle thrushes (Turdus viscivorus) have rounded blotches on their under-body, with distinctive white tail edges.


Black carrion crow and rook


Black carrion crows (Corvus corone) have feathers covering their face and the top of their thick beak.


Rooks (Corvus frugilegus) have bare faces, revealing a grey-white skin at the base of the beak.


Black carrion crows nest as one pair, and are fairly solitary.


Rooks nest in colonies (rookery), and are usually seen in flocks. They are often seen together with jackdaws (Corvus monedula) – distinctive by their grey nape and silvery white eyes.


Remember: As the old saying goes, ‘If there’s more than one crow they are rooks, if there is only one rook it’s a crow.’


Grey wolf and coyote


Grey wolves (Canis lupus) have a large blocky face and muzzle, and shorter rounded ears.


Coyotes (Canis latrans) have a narrow pointed face and muzzle, and taller pointed ears.


Grey wolves are larger, approximately 2ft 6ins (76cm) tall at the shoulder and 6ft (1.8m) in length. They also hunt in packs.


Coyotes are generally shorter and smaller. They primarily hunt alone or in pairs.


Remember: Wolf pups in midsummer closely resemble coyotes.


Grizzly bear and black bear


Grizzly bears (Ursus arctos horribilis) have relatively long hair, usually with grizzled lighter tips, and a distinct shoulder hump.


Black bears (Ursus americanus) often have a lighter patch on their chest, and lack a shoulder hump.


Grizzly bears have a depression between the eyes and the end of the nose, and short rounded ears.


Black bears have a straight profile from forehead to nose, and larger pointed ears.


Grizzly bears have long claws, measuring 2–4in (5–10cm).


Black bears have shorter claws at around 1.5in (4cm).


Remember: If attacked by a grizzly bear, be silent and play dead. If attacked by a black bear, be loud and fight back.


HOW LONG DO ANIMALS LIVE?


Questions about animal longevity are common, but near impossible to answer. What, for instance, is the average life expectancy of humans? There are so many variables. With animals our knowledge also constantly changes in relation to observational research and scientific developments.


The 1940 edition of Compton’s Pictured Encyclopedia provided a now well-known summary of average animal ages, illustrated with a colourful ‘Isotype’ by Otto and Marie Neurath. At the time it was considered an authoritative, albeit broad estimation, but it is now considered factually dated.


The lifespan of a crocodile was listed as 20–25 years. We now know that saltwater crocodiles (Crocodylus porosus­) generally live to 65, and have been known to exceed 100.


Elephants, listed as living 55–60 years, in fact live up to 70 years in Africa (Loxodonta africana) and Asia (Elephas maximus). In captivity, Asian elephant Lin Wang (1917–2003) of Taipei Zoo reached the record-breaking age of 86.


The life expectancy of whales remains a mystery. It is thought the world’s largest animal, the blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), lives for 80–90 years. Bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus) far exceed that. In the 1980s, Inuit whalers found harpoon points which had not been used for over a century embedded in the blubber of a recent kill. Scientists studying the eye tissue of bowhead whales have since revealed that the species can reach 200. This would make them the longest living mammals on the planet.




At the time of writing, the oldest person ever recorded was Jeanne Louise Calmont (1875–1997) from France. She lived 122 years and 164 days. Her secret to longevity: olive oil, fencing, port, chocolate and cigarettes. Calmont gave up smoking at 120.





LINNAEUS SET IN ORDER


‘I have fundamentally reorganised the whole field of Natural History, raising it to the height it has now attained,’ wrote Swedish botanist and zoologist Carolus Linnaeus (1707–1778). ‘I doubt whether anyone today could hope, without my help and guidance, to make any advance in this field.’ Linnaeus was right. His intellect and influence in the natural sciences were unsurpassed in the late 18th century and his system for classifying life would continue to be used by scientists three centuries later.


A page about this pioneer on the website of the Natural History Museum explains that ‘Linnaeus was driven by a lust for nature and a desire to understand how it worked’. As an empiricist he wanted to see everything with his own eyes, describing and drawing the differences and similarities of individual plants, animals and minerals. He found that there were two common problems at the time. First, there was confusion over certain species, as one plant could have many names. Second, there was the unnecessarily complex naming system for species. The tomato, for example, was a mind boggling nine-word Latinised mix: Solanum caule inermi herbaceo, foliis pinnatis incisis, racemis simplicibus.


Linnaeus decided to divide nature into groups based on shared physical characteristics. This led to the development of his classification system. Plants, animals and minerals became kingdoms. These were divided into divisions, then classes, then orders, then genera, and


finally species. The system of taxonomy allowed all forms of life to be named and ordered.


The relative simplicity of the idea made a chaotic natural world that much easier to understand. The plant known as deadly nightshade, devil’s cherries, and dwayberry, gained a new scientific name with a lineage of taxons: Plantae, Angiosperms, Eudicots, Atserids, Solanales, Solanaceae, Atropa, Belladonna. Linnaeus did not stop there. He simplified all scientific names into two Latin words, called the binomial name. The tomato, for example, was renamed Solanum lycopersicum, and deadly nightshade became Atropa belladonna.


The Linnaean system for classification gave natural history a common language, ensured that species identification could be achieved with accuracy, and provided­ much-needed order to an otherwise chaotic world.




‘… there are now many many other taxons in the hierarchy, such as microphylum and infraclass, but these are of concern only to botanists and others who are paid to know them.’


—Johnson P. Johnson, The Armchair Naturalist (2007)





MAGPIE MYTHS


‘One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy,


Five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret, never to be told.’


Magpies have inspired superstitions, rhymes, rumours and art. In Europe they have gained a reputation as chattering birds with an eye for collecting the shiniest and most valued trinkets. Gioachino Rossini’s 1817 opera La Gazza Ladra (‘The Thieving Magpie’), in which a magpie steals a silver spoon, has helped perpetuate this myth. Solitary magpies are also seen as harbingers of doom. Legend has it the magpie was the only bird not to comfort and mourn Jesus during his crucifixion, thus becoming associated with the devil.


‘Good morning Mr Magpie. How is your lady wife today?’ can still be heard in parts of the UK, accompanied by a respectful salute, in an attempt to deflect the bird’s sorrow and bad fortune. Yet the magpie, like everything else in the natural world, has different meanings to different people. Native American tribes, for example, used magpie feathers in ceremonial dress as a sign of fearlessness. They are known as ‘birds of joy’ in China, where they symbolise good fortune, and as messengers of good news in South Korea.




‘Magpies are like poets in that they have a voice which can express words with distinct sounds, like human speech. Even if they cannot speak, they imitate the sound of the human voice. They hang from branches and chatter annoyingly.’


—The Bestiary of Anne Walshe (1633)





EURASIAN OTTER FACTS


In 21st century Britain, the Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) is known as a symbol of survival – a species once persecuted and threatened with extinction but subsequently legally protected and now seemingly thriving in the wild. The recolonisation of waterways by otters in every county of England has been celebrated. Yet they are not appreciated by everyone. The theft of prize-winning koi carp from garden ponds by ‘cuddly killers’ have hit the headlines. An increased impact on local fish stocks has also led to serious calls for a cull from sections of the fisheries community. Those who consider them pests bemoan the reintroduction of captive-bred otters for having effected the species’ comeback. They remain mysterious and misunderstood creatures. Some otter facts:




	Otters have always had a reputation as fish-killers, and rightly so – they eat fish. Historically, otter hunters were seen as experts in pest control. They protected stew ponds and inland fisheries by killing the predatory mammal. Humane management strategies including otter-proof fencing are now available.


	When hunting for sport became increasingly popular in the 19th century, the hunted otter was not seen as a pest, but valued as a sporting quarry and preserved. Had it not been for the hunting fraternity, those with a vested interest in fish would have exterminated them from all but the wildest places.


	In the 1960s, otter hunters were the first to discover the dramatic decrease of the otter population. They were not responsible for the decline. The cause was later proven to be polluted waterways caused by pesticides – dieldrin was the main culprit.


	Philip Wayre of the Otter Trust (founded in 1971) was the last person to captive-breed and release Eurasian otters. One hundred and seventeen otters were reintroduced between 1983 and 1999 – that is all. None have been reintroduced since.


	In terms of the otter population, some perspective is needed. The hedgehog, often in the news due to its declining UK population, is thought to have 1 million individuals in the wild. The badger, a carrier of TB, has an estimated population of 250,000. The red squirrel, whose survival sanctions the culling of thousands of invasive grey squirrels, has roughly 160,000 individuals. The otter has an estimated population of just 10,000.







Of the thirteen species of otter around the world, all appear on the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species, and their survival is by no means certain. Why not visit the International Otter Survival Fund (IOSF) website to find out how you can help.





SWIFTLET SALIVA


Birds’ nests are constructed to provide warmth, incubation for eggs and a safe environment for hatchlings. White-nest swiftlets (Aerodramus fuciphagus), for example, take up to 35 days to build theirs in the dark caves of south-east Asia. By fastening interwoven layers of hardened saliva to the rock, they form protective translucent casings high above the cave floor. One would assume such a location would be free from danger; well, not entirely. In Chinese culture, these nests have become the most unlikely of culinary ingredients – the key component of bird’s nest soup. According to legend, the delicacy was first eaten in the court of the Tang emperors (618–907). When the ruler complained there was no special taste, the imperial cook insisted it had medicinal properties, which saved his life. Historical records suggest the popular use of edible bird’s nests can be traced back to the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644).


Traditional methods of harvesting saw gatherers with flaming torches scale heights of up to 300 feet on bamboo scaffolding, plucking nests from rock chambers. Although this risked human life, the reputed medicinal values of this ‘white gold’ made injury or death worthwhile. According to Xie Guan’s (1921) Medical Dictionary of China, ‘bird’s nest’ was ‘used for revitalising chi, balancing chi, nourishing the lungs, improving appetite, dissolving phlegm, stopping cough, increasing sperm, nourishing bone marrow and as an aphrodisiac.’ Although these healing powers have not been confirmed by modern science, the cultural importance of this natural product continues.


The birds’ nest trade has become a global industry. In the mid-1990s, a kilogram – the equivalent of 120 nests – cost US$400. Today, the surge in demand in China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and the United States has meant the same weight is valued at up to $3,000. In restaurants people are willing to pay up to $100 a bowl. The commercialisation of edible nests has seen the rise of modern swiftlet farming in Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand. Tall custom-made buildings, equipped with controlled lighting, temperature, humidity and even recordings of swiftlet song are replacing traditional cave habitats. Exporters are reaping the rewards. Indonesia made $226m in 2009. For Malaysia, the world’s biggest exporter, the industry is thought to be worth a staggering $1.59bn (£1.01bn). The thought of eating swiftlet saliva may not be to everyone’s taste, but with the spread of birds’ nest factories, the once overexploited species may have a more secure future.




BIRD’S NEST SOUP


100g (3½oz) dried bird’s nest


2 tbsp cornstarch


1.5l (2½ pints) chicken stock


whites of 2 eggs


1 large chicken breast, minced


1 tsp salt


2 spring onions, finely chopped


50g (1½oz) cooked ham, shredded


1. Soak the bird’s nest overnight, then drain, rinse, and pick out any remaining pieces of foreign matter (e.g. feathers, twigs).


2. Mix the cornstarch with a little of the stock to make a paste. Set aside. Put the rest of the stock in a large saucepan and bring to the boil. Add the bird’s nest and simmer for 30 minutes.


3. In a clean bowl, lightly beat the egg whites, then fold gently into the minced chicken. Add the chicken and egg white mixture to the hot soup a little at a time and return to the boil. Stir well.


4. Add the salt, then stir in the cornstarch paste to thicken the soup. Transfer to serving bowls and garnish with the spring onion and shredded ham.





A HOME AWAY FROM HOME


Many a species has been introduced to foreign lands, with seemingly good intentions. Yet certain visitors gain a reputation for becoming far too comfortable and outstaying their welcome. In Australia, grey rabbits and cane toads are two examples of guests-turned-pests. In 1859, nostalgic Englishman Thomas Austin liberated 24 grey rabbits on his farm to remind him of home. Within a decade there were over 2 million. The spot of hunting Austin craved had led to a population explosion, overgrazing, soil erosion and the loss of several indigenous species. By 1950 the number had risen to a staggering 600 million. Despite the release of the myxoma virus in that same year, the species could not be wiped out.


The arrival of the cane toad was rather less humble. Identified as pest controllers by the Australian Bureau of Sugar Experimental Stations, 102 were imported from Hawaii in 1935 to prey on cane beetle larvae that were eating the roots of sugar cane, killing the plants. The toads bred and around 3,000 were released in the sugar cane plantations of North Queensland. Ironically, these toxic toads had little impact on the pests, but were successful at multiplying and spreading at a devastating rate. By 1984 they had reached the Northern Territory and were responsible for poisoning native species and pets (cane toads exude toxin from their glands, which proves fatal when ingested), depleting native fauna, and reducing insectivore prey. In 2005, Australia’s Environment Minister, Ian Campbell, labelled them ‘nasty little critters’. Another MP, David Tollner, openly encouraged residents to control them the by any means; his suggestion of whacking them with cricket bats and golf clubs was particularly controversial. With the infestation showing no bounds, scientists hope the creation of genetically engineered toads carrying a daughterless gene will prove successful in the future. Today, each with respective populations of over 200 million, grey rabbits and cane toads serve as warnings of the damage alien species can have on habitats.


The moral of this story is that the introduction of species invariably disrupts the ecological balance of an environment, especially when natural predators are lacking.




Ecological balance is broadly defined by WWF as ‘a state of dynamic equilibrium within a community of organisms in which genetic, species and ecosystem diversity remain relatively stable, subject to gradual changes through natural succession.’





EXPENSIVE ALIENS


The spread of invasive alien species disrupts the natural balance of host environments, threatens the survival of native species, and reduces biodiversity. Their presence is also damaging to the global economy, costing an estimated $1.4 trillion (£913bn) a year. The United States have quoted an annual loss of $120 billion, the European Union €12.5 billion, Australia AU$7 billion and Britain over £2 billion. To see how these staggering figures start adding up, a few examples of annual costs in Great Britain are shown below:




	An estimated £160m on weed control


	£13.9m of damage caused by deer vehicle collisions (many of which were non-native species)


	£11m to eradicate rhododendron from a national park in Wales


	£10m estimated cost to British timber industry of squirrel damage to beech, sycamore and oak woodland


	£2m spent to eradicate Japanese knotweed on a 2 hectare development site


	£1m delay caused to a road development scheme while waiting to treat Japanese knotweed


	£120,000 spent by one water works on modifications to cope with zebra mussels.





Figures: GB Non-native Species Secretariat




According to the GB Non-native Species Secretariat, Japanese knotweed costs the British economy £166 million a year. It has been estimated that £1.56 billion would be needed to fund a nationwide eradication.





MOST WANTED INVADERS


The ecological and economic damage caused by non-native plants and animals led the Environment Agency to announce the ‘Top 10 Invasive Species’ in 2011. The following list reveals the ‘most wanted’ alien invaders on British waterways:




	Killer shrimp (Dikerogammarus villosus)


	Water primrose (Ludwigia grandiflora)


	Floating pennywort (Hydrocotyle ranunculoides)


	American signal crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus)


	Topmouth gudgeon (Pseudorasbora parva)


	Giant hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum)


	Japanese knotweed (Polygonum cuspidatum)


	Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera)


	Mink (Neovison vison)


	Parrot’s feather (Myriophyllum aquaticum)







In Britain, the spread of the grey squirrel has been described as ‘the most successful invasion since 1066’. First introduced to England in 1876, at Henbury Park, Cheshire, the fashion of deliberately releasing these ‘ornamental exotics’ continued for the next 60 years. The march of the North American species has seen them exceed 2 million individuals, dwarfing the indigenous red squirrel, which has an estimated population of 160,000. As immune carriers of the squirrelpox virus, a disease deadly to reds, greys have become public enemy number one in British woodlands.





EVERGLADES


During the Second Seminole War (1835–1842) an American surgeon described Florida’s subtropical wetlands as ‘a perfect paradise for Indians, alligators, serpents, frogs, and every other kind of loathsome reptile’. It was essentially seen as a worthless swamp. These attitudes started to change when Marjory Stoneman Douglas (1890–1998) published The Everglades: River of Grass in 1947. ‘There are no other Everglades in the world,’ Douglas wrote:


Nothing anywhere else is like them; their vast glittering openness, wider than the enormous visible round of the horizon, the racing free saltness and sweetness of their massive winds, under the dazzling blue heights of space. They are unique also in the simplicity, the diversity, the related harmony of the forms of life they enclose.


Her flowing prose portrayed the unique history and importance of the fragile ecosystem. The activism of Douglas, as founder of Friends of the Everglades, also helped restyle, preserve, protect and restore the 2 million acre ‘river of grass’. Today the Everglades are promoted as a unique wildlife haven, where temperate and tropical species coexist. A million annual visitors explore once-impregnable swamps, enjoy exhilarating airboat rides, and observe alligators and crocodiles in the same waters. This does not happen anywhere else on earth.


PYTHON CHALLENGE™


Burmese pythons (Python molurus bivittatus) were first recorded in the Everglades in 1979. These escaped or discarded pets went on to breed, leaving Florida with an estimated population of between 30,000 and 100,000. They prey on native birds, bobcats, alligators and other native species. In 2011 a 16ft (4.9m) python was found to have a whole 76lb (34kg) deer in its stomach. The following year, National Geographic reported the discovery of a ‘monstrous’ record-breaking Burmese measuring 17.7ft (5.4m), carrying 87 eggs.


There is no question that these enormous predators need to be controlled. Quite how is another matter. The Nature Conservancy launched the Python Patrol in 2008 to halt the spread to nearby conservation areas. State laws prohibit Burmese ownership without a federal permit. The Obama administration went one step further in 2012, banning the importation of the Burmese python, the northern and southern African pythons and the yellow anaconda. The ban was announced in a news conference at the Everglades National Park. The Interior Secretary, Ken Salazar, stated:


It does us no good to put in these billions of dollars in investments in the Everglades only to have these giant constrictor snakes come in and undo the good that we are doing … The action we’re taking today is a milestone in the protection of the Everglades.


In December 2012 the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) took a more direct strategy – announcing a public hunting competition called Python Challenge™. Five cash prizes, ranging from $750 to $1,500, were up for grabs for both the general public and python harvesting permit holders. Almost 1,600 people from 38 states registered – each becoming a python hunter for a month. This attracted international interest. South African snake expert Austin Stevens voiced his concerns:


Overwhelming numbers of feral pythons endanger native Everglades species. Unfortunately, they need to be removed and disposed of humanely by expert catchers, and not shot to bits by gun-toting amateurs.


The official results of the challenge were announced by FWC on 18 February 2013. Between 12 January and 10 February 2013, just 68 Burmese pythons were killed. First prizes were:


$1,500 grand prize for harvesting the most Burmese pythons


General competition: Brian Barrows, harvested six


Permit holders competition: Ruben Ramirez, harvested 18


$1,000 first place prize for harvesting the longest Burmese python


General competition: Paul Shannon, 14ft 3in (4.4m) long


Permit holders competition: Ruben Ramirez, 10ft 6.8in (3.25m) long


FWC Executive Director Nick Wiley celebrated the challenge results. The goal of raising public awareness about the invasive species had been achieved. He also thanked the competitors for gathering ‘invaluable information that will help refine and focus combined efforts to control pythons in the Everglades’.


This competition has certainly raised worldwide awareness of the Burmese python problem. It has also underlined the point that ‘expert catchers’ are required, and the fact that controlling the population will be a ‘monstrous’ challenge.


IS IT A BIRD OR A PLANE?


Soaring birds share the empty skies with aircraft. Occasionally their flight paths collide at great heights. On 29 November 1973 a Rüppell’s griffon (Gyps rueppellii), a type of vulture, was sucked into an engine of a commercial aircraft at 37,000ft (12,280m) over Abijan, Ivory Coast, western Africa. The plane was damaged, though landed safely. The bird, which usually has a wingspan of 10ft (3m), was identified by its feathered remains. As the highest recorded bird strike, this unfortunate incident makes the Rüppell’s griffon the highest-flying bird on the planet.


BATS: HORRORS OR HEROES?


‘A bat is beautifully soft and silky,’ Mark Twain (1835–1910) wrote in his autobiography. ‘I do not know any creature that is pleasanter to the touch or is more grateful of caressings, if offered in the right spirit.’ The American author developed his fondness for Chiroptera as a child. He recounts visiting a nearby cave, collecting the flying mammals and taking them home in his coat pocket, much to the alarm of his mother. ‘It was remarkable, the way she couldn’t learn to like private bats,’ Twain pondered.


It is perhaps unsurprising that Twain’s mother was not keen. Bats have long had a reputation for being loathsome and fearful. Their association with witchcraft, black magic and vampires has cast them as evil, shape-shifting symbols of death. Their appearance also does not help, as the drawings below by Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919) illustrate.


[image: Bats.jpg]


Key:


1 & 2: Brown long-eared bat (Plecotus auritus)


3: Lesser long-eared bat (Nyctophilus geoffroyi geoffroyi)


4: Lesser false vampire bat (Megaderma spasma trifolium)


5: Big-eared woolly bat (Chrotopterus auritus)


6 & 7: Tomes’s sword-nosed bat (Lonchorhina aurita)


8: Mexican funnel-eared bat (Natalus stramineus)


9: Antillean ghost-faced bat (Mormoops blainvillii)


10: Flower-faced bat (Anthops ornatus)


11: Greater spear-nosed bat (Phyllostomus hastatus)


12: Thumbless bat (Furipterus horrens)


13: Greater horseshoe bat (Rhinolophus ferrumequinum)


14: Wrinkle-faced bat (Centurio senex)


15: Spectral bat (Vampyrus spectrum)


Despite appearances and anecdotes, they are not sinister horrors of the night, but heroes for ecosystems and the economy. Globally, bats are key insect predators. They are also important seed dispersers and pollinators for many plants. Director of the Organization for Bat Conservation, Rob Mies, is on a mission to change public perceptions. ‘I try to find things that I feel people will be wowed by, that if bats didn’t exist, their life would actually change,’ Mies told The Baltimore Sun. ‘For adults, I ask them if they like tequila. We take tequila from the agave plant, and the agave is only pollinated by bats.’


So the next time bats fly into conversation, avoid sinister talk of vampires and use this connection to steer the discussion on to a happier subject instead. Margarita, anyone?




Forty-seven species of bat live in the United States. The largest urban bat colony can be found at the Congress Avenue Bridge in Austin, Texas. Each summer this is home to an estimated 1.5 million Mexican free-tailed bats (Tadarida brasiliensis), also known as Brazilian free-tailed bats. Each night they eat an estimated 10,000–30,000lbs (4,500–13,600kg) of insects. The twilight emergence from the roost attracts over 100,000 tourists a year to the bridge.
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