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Who would have thought that the colours of 

fossil animals would one day be revealed? 

Well that day is now according to a team 

from Yale University.  

The team analysed fossil feathers from Brazil 

and Denmark, along with the plumage of 

modern birds. The fossil feathers had an ob-

vious striped pattern but its origin had long 

been debated, according to Professor Ben-

ton. "The banding looks so life-like that it 

can't be geological in origin - it has to be 

biological," he said. Microscopic analysis of 

the dark bands showed they displayed a dis-

tinctive granular texture, made from thou-

sands of tiny, densely-packed flattened 

spheres called melanosomes which research-

ers previously mistook for fossilized bacteria. 

Analysis of modern birds' feathers showed a 

similar structure. "Somehow the melano-

somes are retained and replaced during the 

preservation process and hence you preserve 

a very life like representation of the colour 

banding in the fossils."  

Studies of modern birds have shown that 

other colours are marked by distinct ar-

rangements of melanosomes, raising the 

possibility of reconstructing more ornate 

plumage. The Yale team believe it could 

identify brown, red, buff and even iridescent 

colours. The technique may be applied to 

other creatures to reveal the colour of fur or 

even eyes, the team believes.  
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Attack in Virunga National Park 

The wife and daughter of a park warden 

were shot dead and three other people 

were injured in an attack by armed gun-

men on a vehicle belonging to the envi-

ronment group WWF. 

Since September, rebel forces have con-

trolled the area, threatening to kill any 

conservationists or gorilla rangers who 

attempt to enter the region which is 

home to more than half of the world's 

mountain gorillas.  

"The banding looks so life-like that it can't be 

geological in origin - it has to be biological" 

What is It? 

malcolm@enviroskills.co.za 
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While collecting hairy frogs (Trichobatrachus robustus) 

in Cameroon, researcher David Blackburn was 

scratched by one of his specimens. Imagine his surprise 

when he discovered that the frog had suddenly 

sprouted claws! He had read about frogs that could 

erect their claws in works by Belgian zoologist George 

Boulenger published in 1900, but this has not been 

properly documented since.  

The Harvard University researcher and his colleagues 

then studied museum specimens of African frogs and 

found that at least 11 other species (mostly in the 

Astylosternus genus) can puncture their own skin with 

sharp bones in their toes that they then use to claw 

their attackers. "It's surprising enough to find a frog 

with claws, but the fact that those claws work by cut-

ting through the skin of the frogs' feet is even more 

astonishing. These are the only vertebrate claws known 

to pierce their way to functionality" said Blackburn. 

These frogs have pointed and hooked bones at the ends 

of the toes, with smaller, free-floating bones at their 

tips. "These nodules are also closely connected to the 

surrounding skin by dense networks of collagen," 

Blackburn said. "It appears they hold the skin in place 

relative to these claw-like bones, such that when the 

frog flexes a certain muscle in the foot, the sharp bone 

separates from the nodule and bursts through the 

skin." The technique is quite traumatic and it is proba-

bly not used very often.  

Because Blackburn has only studied dead specimens, 

he says he does not know what happens when the claw 

retracts – or even how it retracts. It does not appear to 

have a muscle to pull it back inside so the team think it 

may passively slide back into the toe pad when its 

muscle relaxes. "Being amphibians, it would not be 

surprising if some parts of the wound heal and the tis-

sue is regenerated," says Blackburn. 

Note: This should not be confused with the strong 

claws found on the hind feet of African clawed toads or 

Platannas (Genus Xenopus). [Ed] 

Frogs get the knives out! 

Hairy Frog (Trichobatrachus robustus)  
(Image: Gustavocarra / Creative Commons License)  

The deployed “claw” can be seen protruding from the toe, 

The free-floating toe bones are arrowed 
The three claws of a platanna are perma-

nently deployed. http://users.skynet.be/

stefanie.delarue/302_0289.jpg 
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The birds, mammals and the bees 

There are more species of bees on earth than there are birds and mammals combined! This according to a spe-

cies census conducted by John Ascher of the American Museum of Natural History in New York. His research 

came up with 19200 known species of bees. The significance of this should not go unnoticed, considering that 

bees are among the most important plant pollinators. 

Wandering hippo getting 'stressed out'  

KwaZulu-Natal wildlife authorities on 

Thursday urged North Coast resi-

dents to stay clear of a wandering 

hippo as they were "stressing it 

out". 

The hippo was "stressed out" be-

cause people had been flocking to 

see it up close, said Ezemvelo 

KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife spokesper-

son Maureen Zimu. 

"We are not going to disclose its 

location right now, but it's on the 

North Coast... People don't realise 

that this animal is dangerous and 

they are getting too close to it." 

Authorities were expected to meet 

on Thursday afternoon to discuss 

ways of moving the wandering hippo 

to a safe location. 

Earlier in June the wandering herbi-

vore was spotted frolicking on the 

Ballito shores and eating from gar-

dens in Tinley Manor and Christmas 

Bay. 

It had not yet been moved was be-

cause it was in a location where 

there was lots of food for it. 

"This makes it impossible for our 

trappers to catch it... If it was in a 

place where there was no food, they 

would be able to trap it by luring it 

with food," said Zimu. 

Wildlife officials warned people and 

tourists to stay away from the ani-

mal as it could charge at them at 

any time. - Sapa 

One of the pictures of the 

wandering hippo that have been 

circulating on the internet 

recently. The pics were apparently 

taken at Ballito Bay. According to 

the image exif metadata, they were 

taken on 19 May 2008 

Image source unknown 

SA ranks second in world adventure travel top 10 

South Africa has ranked second in a 

list of Top Ten World Travel Destina-

tions by one of the United States’ 

most popular online travel guides, 

iExplore. Com. Egypt held on to its 

top position for the third year run-

ning while China followed South Af-

rica in third place.  

 

The rankings are; 

1      Egypt               

2      South Africa        

3      China               

4      Antarctica          

5      Peru                

6      Galapagos           

7      Thailand            

8      Costa Rica          

9      Tanzania           

10     India 
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Moon formation theory challenged 

The most widely accepted scientific 

theory about how the moon was 

created is now being challenged. It 

was previously thought that a glanc-

ing blow by another planet-sized 

object melted the local crust and 

vaporised it into a cloud of gas that 

eventually settled into orbit around 

the earth where it accreted over 

millions of years into our familiar 

satellite. Because of the heat in-

volved, scientists thought that there 

would be no sign of water on the 

moon, but new discoveries have 

found that water was delivered to 

the lunar surface from the interior in 

volcanic eruptions three billion years 

ago! This suggests that water has 

been a part of the Moon since its 

early existence. 

The discovery came from lunar vol-

canic glasses, pebble-like beads 

collected and returned to Earth by 

the US Apollo missions in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. In the dec-

ades since, scientists have searched 

the glasses for signs of water - but 

the evidence has remained elusive. 

This was consistent with a general 

consensus that the Moon was dry. A 

team from Brown University, the 

Carnegie Institution for Science, and 

Case Western Reserve University, 

devised new ways of detecting ex-

tremely minute quantities of water 

in glasses and minerals and found 

that moon samples typically have 

up to 46 parts water per million.  

The research suggests that water 

was present within the Earth before 

the giant collision that formed the 

Moon. This points to two possibili-

ties: Water either was not com-

pletely vaporised in that collision or 

it was added to the moon within the 

first 100 million years of its forma-

tion by volatiles introduced from 

space. 

Google Earth has recently launched 

the “South Africa layer” as designed 

by SA Tourism and Quirk eMarket-

ing. The SA layer is built upon exist-

ing Google Earth technology which 

allows users to travel the world's 

cities by means of satellite imagery 

and aerial photography.   

To view the layer, go to; 

 http://earth.southafrica.net  

Explore South Africa on Google Earth 

A solar energy system installed on 

the roof of the Deutsche Interna-

tionale School in Johannesburg, will 

see the school save more than 22 

000 kWh of electricity a year. Fur-

thermore, the installation's solar 

thermal collectors will supply hot 

water for the kitchen and the 

schools showers for up to 1 200 us-

ers per day. 

According to Solarzone, the Cape-

Town based company that installed 

the system on behalf of Schüco, the 

system is worth more than R30 

000.  However, the system will see 

the school save 22 300 kWh of elec-

tricity per year, reduce its carbon 

dioxide emissions by about 18 000 

kg a year and significantly improve 

its overall energy and environmental 

balance.  

Deutsche Internationale School leads the way 

And Man created the plastic bag and the tin and aluminum can and the cellophane wrapper and the 
paper plate, and this was good because Man could then take his automobile and buy all his food in 
one place and He could save that which was good to eat in the refrigerator and throw away that 
which had no further use.  And soon the earth was covered with plastic bags and aluminum cans 

and paper plates and disposable bottles and there was nowhere to sit down or walk, and Man 
shook his head and cried:  "Look at this Godawful mess."  Art Buchwald 
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Interesting stories from Environmental News Network 
 

 
 

New car engine could double fuel economy 
• These days, everyone's grumbling about the skyrocketing cost of gas. And while it might be great to trade in 

your minivan for a scooter, it's not exactly the most practical option for a family of six. So what's the solution? 
 http://www.enn.com/sci-tech/article/37557 

 

Bridging the Iran-West divide to save cheetahs 
• Iranian and Western wildlife experts are working together to save rare cheetahs from extinction in this arid, 

mountainous region, despite a nuclear row between their governments.  
 http://www.enn.com/wildlife/article/37436 

 

Foreigners threaten Afghan snow leopards  
• Afghanistan's snow leopards have barely survived three decades of war. But now the few remaining mountain 

leopards left in Afghanistan face another threat -- foreigners involved in rebuilding the war-torn country. 
 http://www.enn.com/wildlife/article/37501 

 

Beetle attack visible from space  
• OVER the past 14 years, a tiny insect no bigger than a grain of rice has laid waste a swathe of British Colum-

bia’s forests so vast that the rust-red wasteland is visible from space.  
 http://www.enn.com/wildlife/article/37567 

 

New coral reefs discovered in Brazil 
• Scientists have announced the discovery of reef structures they believe doubles the size of the Southern Atlan-

tic Ocean's largest and richest reef system, the Abrolhos Bank, off the southern coast of Brazil's Bahia state. 
 http://www.enn.com/ecosystems/article/37609 

When a man wantonly destroys one of the works of man we call him a vandal.  When he  
destroys one of the works of god we call him a sportsman.  Joseph Wood Krutch 

Officials in Africa have approved a 

plan to plant a "wall of trees" across 

part of the continent to prevent the 

southward spread of the Sahara de-

sert due to winds and drought. "The 

'Great Green Wall' will involve sev-

eral stretches of trees from Maurita-

nia in the west to Djibouti in the 

east, to protect the semi-arid savan-

nah region of the Sahel — and its 

agricultural land — from desertifica-

tion." "A plan for the proposed US$3 

million, two-year initial phase of the 

project — involving a belt of trees 

7,000 kilometres long and 15 kilo-

metres wide — was formally adopted 

at the Community of Sahel—Saharan 

States (Cen-Sad) summit on rural 

development and food security in 

Cotonou, Benin, last month (17—18 

June)." "North African nations have 

been promoting the idea of a Green 

Belt since 2005.  

The great wall of Africa? 

Rather than suppressing local com-

munities in developing nations, na-

ture reserves attract human settle-

ment, according to a new study by 

researchers at the University of 

California, Berkeley. In an analysis 

of 306 rural protected areas in 45 

countries in Africa and Latin Amer-

ica, the researchers found that, on 

average, the rate of human popula-

tion growth along the borders of 

protected areas was nearly twice 

that of neighboring rural areas.  

Justin Brashares and George Witte-

myer of UC Berkeley co-led the 

study which was published in the 

July 4 issue of the journal “Science”. 

"The findings counter the perception 

that park creation comes with high 

costs and few benefits to marginal-

(Continued on page 6) 

Nature reserves do attract people, but at a cost to biodiversity 
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Crossword—focus on venoms and envenomation 

Opinions expressed in this newsletter are not necessarily those of Enviroskills or of the editor. Enviroskills is not liable for any errors 

or any actions in reliance thereon. 
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EclipseCrossword.com

Across 

1. A puff adder's venom 

is .....  (9) 

2. The stinging apparatus of 
bees and wasps is thought 

to have evolved from 

the ......  (10) 

8. Correct term describing a 

spider bite.  (11) 

12. Members of the line of 

descent of species having 

venom and venom appa-

ratus.  (10) 

13. Envenomation involving a 
small area around the 

injection site.  (5) 

14. These and their deriva-

tives are the only painkill-

ers recommended in case 

of scorpionism.  (8) 

15. Any toxin that  works by 

affecting nerve tissues.  

(10) 
16. Some venoms interfere 

with this neurotransmitter 

at nerve synapses.  (13) 

 

Down 

1. A venom fraction found in 

rattlesnakes and some 

other new world vipers.  

(9) 

3. A highly toxic substance 

secreted from the skins of 
one genus of poison dart 

frogs.  (13) 

4. Poisons affecting the vic-

tims blood clotting cas-

cade.  (10) 

5. Scientific measure of the 

strength of a venom.  (4) 

6. A toxin found specifically 

in Bibron's stiletto snake 

venom that causes vaso-
constriction and rare but 

possible heart failure.  

(10) 

7. Envenomation that in-

volves the entire physical 

body.  (8) 

9. A toxin secreted from the 

parotid and skin glands of 

some toads.  (9) 
10. A venom fraction that is 

responsible for causing 

heart arrhythmias and 

fibrillation.  (11) 

11. A venom found in some 

sea snakes that causes 

muscle paralysis.  (8) 

ized rural populations who lose out 

when conservation areas restrict 

their access to traditional lands and 

natural resources," said Wittemyer. 

"If these protected areas are a detri-

ment to local livelihoods, we should 

see little or negative population 

growth at their borders," said 

Brashares. "Instead, people consis-

tently move closer to them."  

While the factors that drive rapid 

immigration to parks will likely vary 

among parks and countries, the au-

thors note that nature reserves in 

developing regions often are targets 

for international aid and donor in-

vestment. This investment, often 

coming through initiatives that pair 

goals for economic development and 

biodiversity conservation, creates 

infrastructure such as roads, 

schools, clinics, water and sewer 

systems, and other services that are 

often lacking in impoverished rural 

areas. In support of their hypothesis, 

the authors found that population 

growth near protected areas was 

positively correlated with the amount 

of funding countries received from 

the Global Environment Facility 

(GEF) for conservation-related pro-

jects.  

The researchers also found that 

population growth was higher near 

protected areas that support greater 

concentrations of employees, sug-

gesting a connection between human 

immigration to reserves and the eco-

nomic or job opportunities the parks 

provide. "This study highlights that 

conservation activities can and do 

have positive impacts for the local 

communities where they take place," 

said Wittemyer. "Our results indicate 

that the economic and ecological 

benefits of living near protected ar-

eas outweigh the costs typically at-

tributed to such proximity."  

(Continued from page 5) 

“What is It”?  

The pictured larva is a glowworm 
of the family Lampyridae. The 

species could not be identified by 
South African and German experts 

and is probably a new species. 
The massive size of the glowworm 
and its gaudy colours are unusual. 

We found the specimen at Sabi 
Sabi private game reserve where 
it was busy killing and eating a 

fully grown giant land snail 
(Achatina). The larva burrowed 
beneath the mantle of the snail 
and paralysed it. Over the next 
few days it dug progressively 

further into the shell as it fed. We 
hope to find more specimens next 

summer. 


