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1. New Wildlife Information Tool from USGS 
 
April 23, 2013 
By Danica Zupic 
 

The U.S. Geological Survey’s (USGS) new wildlife information tool “BISON” — 
Biodiversity Information Serving Our Nation — is a product of the USGS’s Core 
Science Analytics and Synthesis Program. BISON is a web-based resource for 
resource managers, researchers, and interested members of the public that 
combines once disparate biological occurrence information into a single 
searchable database. BISON lets users access the database, explore data 
through its mapping interface, and download species occurrence information 
from across the U.S. and its territories. 
 
As of March 25, 2013, BISON contained 110,233,486 records, of which 
100,983,917 are georeferenced. These records include information about 72,571 
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unique taxa from 253 data providers. Data providers range from federal agencies 
to international agencies and organizations, museums, universities, nonprofits, 
and collaborative networks (like the Avian Knowledge Network and their eBird 
program). You can search by region or species (scientific or common name), or 
query data providers and access search statistics. The interactive map is easy to 
use and since it is web-based, no special software is needed. As you can see 
from the screen shot of a query of Bison bison, hundreds of results of specimens, 
fossils, and observations are returned and referenced on the interface, labeled 
with their source, and dated. 
 
Article link: http://news.wildlife.org/featured/new-wildlife-information-tool-from-
usgs/  

 
## 

 

2. Utah unveils plan to conserve 90 percent of 
greater sage grouse population 

 
By Amy Joi O'Donoghue, Deseret News 
Published: Thursday, April 25 2013 10:17 a.m. MDT 
 
SALT LAKE CITY — Gov. Gary Herbert's office rolled out its conservation plan 
for the imperiled greater sage grouse, setting up 13 distinct management areas it 
hopes will prevent the animal from being named to the Endangered Species List. 
 
Such a federal classification would have substantial economic impacts to Utah, 
invoking limitations on development, natural resource extraction and grazing — 
limits top state officials have been fighting to prevent. 
 
"We certainly want to avoid a listing," said Kathleen Clarke, director of the 
governor's Public Lands Policy Coordination Office. "About 95 percent of these 
birds in Utah live in these management areas we are going to focus on." 
 
The conservation plan released Wednesday grew out of a yearlong working 
group effort led by Clarke that tapped the expertise of wildlife biologists, 
conservationists and public land managers such as the Bureau of Land 
Management and the School and Institutional Trust Lands Administration. 
 
A series of public meetings also solicited input from residents who may be 
impacted by a listing, as well as farmers and ranchers interested in implementing 
conservation strategies to help the small, chicken-like birds. 
 
Populations in the West have been significantly declining for the birds, which 
depend on sagebrush habitat to thrive. Habitat fragmentation, urban 
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encroachment and energy development are among the top factors leading to 
diminished populations, as well as invasive species and wildfires. 
 
Utah, according to state officials, is host to about 8 percent of the bird's 
population in the West — estimated to be between 16,000 and 34,000 birds. 
 
In 2010, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service said the species merited protection 
under the Endangered Species Act, but other species had higher priority. 
 
"That (announcement) was certainly a rallying cry for the states," Clarke said. 
 
In a meeting with Western state leaders in late 2011, then-Interior Secretary Ken 
Salazar encouraged the impacted states to come up with their own conservation 
management plans to help demonstrate to the federal government that an 
intensive states' approach might be sufficient. 
 
"He encouraged the states to actively pursue the development of conservation 
plans so we could be ahead of the game," Clarke said. 
 
Utah and other Western states such as Idaho and Wyoming hope the Bureau of 
Land Management adopts their conservation strategies as guidance in land-use 
decisions. 
 
"We're working with the BLM to see if they will adopt the state plan as interim 
guidance," Clarke said. 
 
Under the provision of Utah's plan, any new, permanent disturbance would be 
limited in the sage grouse management areas. If any disturbance should occur, it 
would have to be mitigated by a 4-1 ratio, coordinated though state oversight. 
 
Annual objectives of the plan also include protection of the best 10,000 acres of 
sage grouse habitat, enhancing 25,000 acres of existing habitat and adding 
50,000 acres to the total habitat. 
 
Clarke said the idea is to promote the best conditions in prime habitat for the 
species and avoid habitat degradation. 
 
Utah's approach to avoiding any new disturbances in those management areas 
falls in line with the results of a study released this week by the U.S. Geological 
Survey. 
 
The research found that the greater sage grouse require landscapes with 
extremely minimal levels of human land use. Scientists analyzed 3,000 active 
breeding areas called "leks" and found that 99 percent were in landscapes with 
less than 3 percent of a developed category of land. 
 



Over the years, efforts to save the bird have brought on several initiatives by 
state and federal agencies and advocacy groups. 
 
The Environmental Defense Fund introduced an effort last year that included a 
regional habitat credit trading market for energy developers and private land 
owners. The idea is that credits can be earned in exchange for investment in 
conservation practices to protect the sage grouse. 
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service 
has "Working Lands for Wildlife," an initiative to help ranchers voluntarily restore 
or enhance 400,000 acres of rangeland over five years to combat sage grouse 
habitat loss. 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is not expected to make a final decision until 
2015. 
 
Article link: http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865578941/Utah-unveils-plan-to-
conserve-90-percent-of-greater-sage-grouse-population.html?pg=1  

 
## 
 

3. Hunter Allowed to Import Rhino Trophy into 
U.S. for First Time in 33 Years 

 
By John R. Platt | April 25, 2013 
 
For the first time in more than 30 years an American hunter has been allowed to 
import a trophy from a black rhino he shot in Africa back into the country. Animal-
rights groups argue that this is a precedent-setting setback for efforts to preserve 
the endangered species. Hunters, on the other hand, argue that this is actually a 
victory for conservation. 
  
Black rhinos have been protected under the Endangered Species Act since 
1980. As such, the import of any rhino body parts is prohibited without a permit. 
All rhino species and subspecies face rampant poaching for their horns, which 
are valued for their supposed medicinal qualities (none of which are real). 
  
David K. Reinke, president and CEO of a laserjet printer parts wholesaler called 
Liberty Parts Team and a big donor to Republican political candidates, shot his 
black rhino in Namibia back in 2009. According to a 2010 report from 
Businessweek, he paid a total of $215,000 for the hunt. This appears to include a 
$175,000 contribution to the Namibian government’s Game Products Trust Fund, 
which helps to support wildlife conservation and management efforts. An 
organization called Conservation Force, headed by lawyer John Jackson, spent 
the past four years arguing that Reinke should be allowed to import the trophy 
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from his hunt back into the U.S. Conservation Force holds the position that “that 
hunters and anglers are an indispensable and essential force for wildlife 
conservation,” and has also argued for the right to import hunting trophies from 
polar bears, Canadian wood bison and straight-horned markhor, among other 
endangered species. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) granted that 
license in March. 
  
The FWS issued the following statement about the decision, which I think is 
worth reproducing in full, as it does not appear to be posted on their Web site: 
  
On March 28, 2013, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife issued a permit for the importation 
of a sport-hunted black rhinoceros trophy taken in Namibia in 2009. The Service 
granted this permit after an extensive review of Namibia’s black rhino 
conservation program, in recognition of the role that well-managed, limited sport 
hunting plays in contributing to the long-term survival and recovery of the black 
rhino in Namibia. 
  
The Service cannot and will not allow the importation of sport-hunted trophies of 
species protected under the Endangered Species Act unless a comprehensive 
review determines that those trophies are taken as part of a well-managed 
conservation program that enhances the long-term survival of the species. 
  
Namibia has been a leader in rhino conservation in Africa, developing a black 
rhino conservation strategy in 2003 that sets specific goals for range expansion, 
biological management, species protection, monitoring and other key measures 
of success. As part of this strategy, Namibia authorized an annual harvest of five 
post-reproductive male black rhinos. 
  
The removal of limited numbers of males has been shown to contribute to overall 
population growth in some areas by reducing fighting injuries and deaths among 
males, decreasing juvenile mortality and shortening calving intervals. In addition, 
the Namibian government requires hunters to make a significant contribution to 
its Game Products Trust Fund for any sport hunting of black rhino. Money 
accrued from trophy hunting of black rhinos directly funds conservation efforts for 
the species, and has been used to support annual black rhino counts, improved 
rhino crime investigation and prosecution, and to ensure the traceability of all 
rhino horn owned by Namibia. The Trust Fund received a contribution of 
$175,000 to authorize hunting that resulted in the taking of the 34-year-old male 
rhino. 
  
Conservation Force’s Jackson praised the decision. “The Service is to be 
commended for showing good judgment on this issue,” he told The Hunting 
Report. “This is an important juncture in rhino conservation, when the continued 
increase of rhino poaching makes it all the more important to raise the funds 
necessary and incentivize the local people to conserve these animals. Namibia’s 
black rhino hunting program is a force for conservation, and U.S. Fish and 



Wildlife has recognized that.” According to the Hunting Report article, the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) allows 
Namibia to hunt up to five rhinos per year. 
  
Ironically, FWS Director Dan Ashe appeared on the television show Antiques 
Roadshow a few weeks after this announcement, where he discussed how rhino 
horns can fetch $25,000 a pound on the black market and cautioned viewers on 
how only a few kinds of antique rhino-horn products can be legally sold (pdf). 
“We want to get the message out about protections for wildlife,” Ashe said at the 
time. “People don’t always think about this issue in terms of the antiques and 
collectibles that they own, buy or sell. Anything that creates a demand for 
products made from endangered species can be bad news for survival of the 
animal in the wild, and that’s exactly what’s happening to rhinos.” 
  
Reinke’s rhino—a member of the southern black rhino subspecies (Diceros 
bicornis bicornis)—was shot in Namibia’s Waterberg Plateau Park. The hunter 
traveled with an organization called Thormählen & Cochran Safaris, which now 
uses a photo of Reinke with the rhino he killed (shown to the right) as one of their 
main promotional selling points. “T&C Safaris Namibia trophy hunted their first 
Namibian Desert black Rhino with American client David K. Reinke,” their 
brochure (pdf) reads. “Another great milestone achieved in our ongoing quest to 
‘Strive for Ultimate Perfection.’” 
  
Wayne Pacelle, CEO and president of The Humane Society of the United States, 
decried the FWS permit. “Issuing this trophy import permit is a threat to rhinos, 
since it will now encourage more Americans to travel to Africa and start killing 
these imperiled animals,” he said in a press release. “It is also a very dangerous 
precedent, and we have to wonder whether the federal government will start 
issuing permits for trophies of other critically endangered species, such as the 
cheetah, just because American hunters desire their heads and hides as wall 
hangings. Where will this stop?” 
  
FWS, it should be noted, has not opened the doors for unrestricted rhino trophy 
imports. The process of individually evaluating each license request remains in 
place. Rhino hunting is legal, to a small extent, in Namibia and South Africa, with 
rules varying by species. 
  
Whether or not the fees from these hunts actually help fund conservation efforts, 
though, is a point of contention. Teresa Telecky, director of the Wildlife 
Department at Humane Society International, told Take Part that “in this 
particular case, the $175,000 that this fellow left in Namibia in return for his rhino 
is going into a general fund which is tapped for all sorts of things, including rural 
development, which might not be good for the species at all.” 
  
As someone who’s been writing about rhinos for nine years, here’s my take: 
Hunters have a strong record of conserving some wildlife, but an equally strong 



record of overhunting species into extinction. With so many rhinos being killed by 
poachers, and so much public outcry, it seems counterintuitive for anyone to be 
allowed to profit from legal hunts or to legally import hunting trophies. Hunting 
and culling herds can be effective conservation tools when managed properly, 
and hunting can be used to raise money for conservation, but when so many 
animals are dying illegally, the costs of a few legal hunts outweigh the potential 
benefits. Legal hunting sends a message not about conservation, as the pro-
hunting groups argue, but that rhinos are ripe for the taking. And as long as that 
message exists, the rhinos will continue to suffer. 
  
Article link: http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/extinction-
countdown/2013/04/25/hunter-rhino-trophy/  
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4. Bill would reauthorize volunteer programs at 
wildlife refuges 

 
Apr. 26, 2013    
Written by 
Malia Rulon Herman  
Washington Bureau 
 
WASHINGTON — Rep. Jon Runyan touted a bill Thursday that would allow 
thousands of volunteers to continue working at national wildlife refuges around 
the country, including the Edwin B. Forsythe refuge in New Jersey. 
 
“Volunteers are the backbone of national wildlife refuges and the refuge system 
could not function adequately without their contributions,” the Mount Laurel 
Republican told members of the House Natural Resources Subcommittee on 
Fisheries, Wildlife, Oceans and Insular Affairs. 
 
Authorization for volunteer programs at national wildlife refuges expires at the 
end of fiscal 2014. Runyan’s bill, which he described as a “common-sense 
bipartisan piece of legislation,” would extend the programs through fiscal 2018. 
 
Volunteerism in the nation’s wildlife refuge system has soared from 4,251 people 
in 1982 to more than 56,000 people working 2.15 million hours in 2012. That’s 
roughly equivalent to more than 1,000 full-time employees — or $47 million in 
wages. 
 
“During a time of mounting deficits and tightening budgets, these volunteers are 
absolutely crucial,” Runyan told members of the subcommittee. 
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Mary Harper of Friends of Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge, the volunteer group 
that supports southern New Jersey’s refuge, told the committee that volunteers 
work every day with refuge biologists, lead interpretive tours and nature walks, 
staff the Nature Store and visitor information center, and teach environmental 
education classes. 
 
They also lead popular programs such as a family archery class and a fishing 
derby in addition to driving and narrating a tour on a new electric tram on the 
popular 8-mile Wildlife Drive. The Forsythe refuge spans three counties in New 
Jersey, with a Barnegat section in Ocean County and a Brigantine section in 
Atlantic County. 
 
The Forsythe volunteer group logged more than 14,000 hours last year, 
equivalent to seven full-time employees, Harper said. 
 
“As funding for (wildlife refuges) dips, friends and volunteers step into the gaps 
because our public lands and natural history and heritage matter to us — but 
there is only so much we can do,” she said. 
 
Jim Kurth, chief of the National Wildlife Refuge System, said the administration 
supports the bill, calling volunteer groups such as Friends of Forsythe some of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s “best ambassadors to local communities.” 
 
“These locally established nonprofit citizen organizations have many different 
names, but they all share a passion for wildlife and our love of wild places,” he 
said. “They help conservation happen at the local level.” 
 
Contact Malia Rulon Herman at mrulon@gannett.com or @mrulon on Twitter 
 
Article link: http://www.app.com/article/20130425/NJNEWS10/304250163/Bill-
would-reauthorize-volunteer-programs-at-wildlife-
refuges?gcheck=1&nclick_check=1  
 

## 
 

5. US rejects EU claim of insecticide as prime 
reason for bee colony collapse 

 
Suzanne Goldenberg, US environment correspondent 
Thursday 2 May 2013 15.04 EDT 
 
Government study points to a combination of factors for decline in 
population, breaking away from singling out pesticides 
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A government report blamed a combination of factors for the disappearance of 
America's honeybees on Thursday and did not join Europe in singling out 
pesticides as a prime suspect. 
 
The report, by the Department of Agriculture and the Environmental Protection 
Agency, blamed a parasitic mite, viruses, bacteria, poor nutritions and genetics 
as well as pesticides for the rapid decline of honey bees since 2006. 
 
Researchers said it was not clear whether a certain class of pesticides was a 
major cause of the colony collapse. 
 
Environmental groups described the lapse as a missed opportunity to respond 
swiftly to a situation that has decimated the country's bee population. 
 
The European Union voted this week for a two-year ban on a class of pesticides, 
known as neonicotinoids, that has been associated with the bees' collapse. 
 
The US government report, in contrast, found multiple causes for the collapse of 
the honeybees. 
 
"The decline in honeybee health is a complex problem caused by a combination 
of stressors," EPA's acting administrator Bob Perciasepe said. 
 
But the report singled out as the main culprit a parasitic mite known as Varroa 
destructor as "the single most detrimental pest of honeybees". 
 
Researchers ranked pesticides at the bottom of the list of potential causes, 
saying there is no clear evidence pesticides were the leading cause of colony 
collapse. 
 
"It is not clear, based on current research, whether pesticide exposure is a major 
factor associated with US honeybee health declines in general, or specifically 
affects production of honey or delivery of pollination services," the report said. 
 
"It is clear, however, that in some instances honeybee colonies can be severely 
harmed by exposure to high doses of insecticides when these compounds are 
used on crops, or via drift onto flowers in areas adjacent to crops that are 
attractive to bees." 
 
The report, based on a large conference of scientists last October, said more 
research was needed to determine the effects of pesticide exposure. 
 
But campaigners said the report had missed an opportunity to build a case for 
action on a pesticide that has been associated with the collapse of the 
honeybees. 
 



"We've got so much research on neonicotinoids now that all point to major 
impacts on honey bees and other beneficial insects," said Scott Hoffman Black, 
director of the Xerces Society, which works for the conservation of invertebrates. 
"It was fine to lay out the many issues that affect honeybees but I do think they 
missed an opportunity to really lay out the very potentially negative impacts of 
neonicotinoids." 
 
Two new studies published last March said the class of pesticides appeared to 
play havoc with the bees' sense of direction, making it difficult for them to find 
their way back home to the hive. 
 
Colonies, deprived of pollen, produce fewer queen bees, and eventually collapse, 
the studies concluded. 
 
Jennifer Sass, a senior scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council, said 
she agreed with the main conclusion of the government report that there were 
multiple causes for the sharp fall of bee populations. 
 
But she said a limited ban on pesticides – such as that one endorsed by the EU – 
would at least buy time for bee populations to recover, while scientists seek out 
other remedies. "The bees are in a crisis situation and therefore so is agriculture, 
and so you take the action that can be taken now," she said. "If you already know 
that neonics are part of the problem then you need to get rid of them." 
 
The class of pesticides known as neonicotinoids came on the market in the 
1990s as a less toxic – to humans – form of pest control. They were widely 
adopted and are used on about 100m acres of crops today. 
 
A decade later however beekeepers began reporting a mysterious collapse of 
honeybee and bumblebee populations. 
 
Article link: http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2013/may/02/us-bee-report-
pesticide-eu  
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6. How Michigan House vote leaves state a step 
closer to wolf hunt in Upper Peninsula 

 
By Tim Martin | tmartin4@mlive.com  
Follow on Twitter 
on May 02, 2013 at 1:47 PM, updated May 17, 2013 at 1:48 PM 
 
UPDATE: This article has been updated to note that Gov. Rick Snyder's intention 
is to sign the bill, pending final review. 
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LANSING, MI – Michigan officials may be allowed to establish a wolf hunt in the 
Upper Peninsula no matter what happens with a pending statewide referendum 
on the issue. 
 
The Michigan House on Thursday approved Senate Bill 288 by a 72-38 vote. The 
legislation would allow the state’s Natural Resources Commission to decide on 
its own what species could be hunted. Michigan’s current law requires the 
Legislature to designate a game species, which then gives the NRC permission 
to establish a hunt. 
 
The bill already has been approved by the Senate, so it will be headed to Gov. 
Rick Snyder soon. Snyder's intention is to sign the bill, pending final review, 
according to his office. 
 
Supporters of the bill say the situation is urgent. Sen. Tom Casperson, R-
Escanaba, has said wolves are causing problems and sparking safety concerns 
in Ironwood. Casperson says people are "living in fear” and have to consider 
whether they should let their children play in backyards.  
 
Rep. Ed McBroom, R-Vulcan, said wolves are posing a “serious threat” to 
livestock, pets and families in parts of the Upper Peninsula. He said a statewide 
referendum on the issue could disenfranchise voters in the Upper Peninsula, 
which has a much smaller population than the Lower Peninsula. 
 
Wolves have attacked pets and livestock in the three parts of the Upper 
Peninsula where a hunt might be allowed. Supporters of Senate Bill 288 say it 
would allow for establishing hunts of wolves or other species based on science 
and wildlife management principles. 
 
But critics of Senate Bill 288 -- including the Humane Society of the United States 
-- say the bill is an attempt to bypass a pending ballot proposal aimed at blocking 
a wolf hunt. Critics say the new measure moving through the Legislature could 
and take away citizen rights to vote on some types of wildlife issues in the future. 
 
A coalition called Keep Michigan Wolves Protected wants to put its proposal to 
prohibit wolf hunting on the November 2014 statewide ballot. State election 
officials are reviewing the signatures collected by the group and could make a 
decision on its ballot status fairly soon. 
 
The coalition wants Snyder to veto the bill. 
 
"The legislature wants to silence the voice of Michigan voters, circumvent the 
democratic process, and nullify the more than 255,000 signatures submitted to 
the Secretary of State’s office," Jill Fritz, a leader with the Humane Society of the 
United States and Keep Michigan Wolves Protected, said in a statement. 



 
A veto appears highly unlikely. Snyder spokeswoman Sara Wurfel said the 
governor's intention is to sign the bill, pending final review. Wurfel said that 
"scientific, deliberative wildlife and game management is a positive thing and also 
fits intent of voters with passage of Proposal G." 
 
Proposal G, approved by Michigan voters in 1996, gave the Natural Resources 
Commission authority to regulate hunting in the state based on scientific 
management. 
 
Senate Bill 288 does not include a spending appropriation – which means it could 
be the subject of a possible voter referendum in the future, if it were to be 
challenged. 
 
If Michigan has a wolf hunt, it would be limited to three areas of the Upper 
Peninsula. The Michigan Department of Natural Resources is recommending a 
hunt with the goal of killing a few dozen wolves total. The NRC could act on the 
recommendation at a meeting next week, with the possibility of allowing a wolf 
hunt as early as this fall. 
 
Supporters of a hunt say that current methods to combat wolves – including 
provisions that allow farmers to shoot animals they catch attacking livestock – 
are inadequate. 
 
Some supporters of Senate Bill 288 also say the Humane Society of the United 
States wants to erode hunting in Michigan piece-by-piece through referendums. 
The group was involved in a 2006 referendum that banned mourning dove 
hunting in Michigan. 
 
The bill as substituted would not allow a hunt on mourning doves. 
 
Opponents of wolf hunting say there isn’t a valid reason to hunt the animals. 
 
The Department of Natural Resources estimates there are about 658 wolves in 
the Upper Peninsula, down slightly from two years ago. 
 
Thursday’s vote in the Republican-led House was not strictly along party lines, 
but most of the opposition to the bill came from Democrats. 
 
Article link: 
http://www.mlive.com/politics/index.ssf/2013/05/michigan_wolf_hunt_vote.html  
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7. Study shows human-wildlife microbe 
exchange and multidrug resistance in wildlife 
in protected areas in Africa  

 
May 3, 2013 
 
A team of Virginia Tech researchers has discovered that humans are passing 
antibiotic resistance to wildlife, especially in protected areas where numbers of 
humans are limited. In the case of banded mongoose in a Botswana study, 
multidrug resistance among study social groups or troops was higher in the 
protected area than in troops living in village areas. The study also reveals that 
humans and mongoose appear to be readily exchanging fecal microorganisms, 
increasing the potential for disease transmission.  
 
"The research identifies the coupled nature of humans, animals, and the natural 
environment across landscapes, even those designated as protected," said Dr. 
Kathleen Alexander, associate professor of wildlife in Virginia Tech's College of 
Natural Resources and Environment. "With few new antibiotics on the horizon, 
wide-scale antibiotic resistance in wildlife across the environment presents a 
critical threat to human and animal health. As humans and animals exchange 
microorganisms, the threat of emerging disease also increases."  
 
The National Science Foundation funded research project investigating how 
pathogens might move between humans and animals was published by 
EcoHealth on April 24, 2013. Tracking Pathogen Transmission at the Human-
Wildlife Interface: Banded Mongoose and Escherichia coli is co-authored by Risa 
Pesapane of Portsmouth, Va., then a wildlife sciences master's student at 
Virginia Tech; microbiologist Monica Ponder, assistant professor of food science 
and technology in Virginia Tech's College of Agriculture and Life Sciences; and 
Alexander, corresponding author. Alexander and Ponder are both affiliated with 
Virginia Tech's Fralin Life Science Institute.  
 
The researchers collected fecal samples from three troops of banded mongoose 
living in Botswana's Chobe National Park and three troops living in villages 
outside the park. Alexander, a veterinarian and researcher with the nonprofit 
Center for African Resources: Animals, Communities, and Land Use 
(CARACAL), has been conducting a long-term ecological study of banded 
mongoose in the region.  
 
"Banded mongoose forage in garbage resources and search for insects in fecal 
waste, including human sources found in the environment," said Alexander. 
"Mongoose contact with other wildlife and humans, and broad occurrence across 
the landscape makes this species an ideal candidate for evaluating microbial 



exchange and the potential for pathogens to be transmitted and emerge at the 
human-wildlife interface."  
 
With the exception of one mongoose troop, all study animals had some level of 
their range overlap with human populations. Two of the study troops had home 
ranges that included ecotourism facilities in the protected area, with some 
contact with humans and development "but at a much lower level than in the 
village troops," the article reported.  
 
Fecal samples were collected from these mongoose troops living in a protected 
area and in surrounding villages. Human feces were collected from sewage 
treatment facilities, environmental spills, and bush latrines or sites of open-air 
defecation within mongoose home ranges. The team used Escherichia coli (E. 
coli), which is commonly found in the gut of humans and animals, as a model 
microorganism to investigate the potential for microorganisms to move between 
humans and wildlife. They evaluated the degree of antibiotic resistance 
considered an important signature of bacteria that arise from human sources.  
 
The researchers also extracted data from the local hospital to assess antibiotic 
resistance among patients and identify resistance patterns in the region. Like 
many places in Africa, antibiotics are widely available and there are few controls 
on the dispensing of such drugs.  
 
The project screened for nine locally available antimicrobials, including ampicillin, 
tetracycline, doxycycline, and streptomycin, as well as ceftiofur, a veterinary drug 
not available in the study area.  
 
The researchers discovered 57 percent of banded mongoose had E. coli that 
was antibiotic resistant. "Resistance was identified among individuals in all 
sampled troops," the article reports.  
 
The animals were most commonly resistant to ampicillin, followed by doxycyline, 
tetracycline, and streptomycin. But it was the prevalence of multidrug resistance 
that was most alarming. "There was a significant difference between troops in 
protected area and those outside the park, although not what you might expect," 
said Alexander.  
 
One troop in the town of Kazungula, outside the protected area, had the lowest 
level of multidrug resistance among sampled mongoose, while a troop from the 
protected area living near an ecotourism facility had the highest levels. At least 
one sampled mongoose in this particular troop in the protected area was 
resistant to each of the 10 antibiotics screened in the study. 
 
As is common of mongoose that live near humans, the troop near the ecotourism 
facility utilized the opportunities presented by its human neighbors, setting up 
residence in the drain fields of the open septic tanks servicing the employee 



accommodations and foraging around employee living quarters, including eating 
food remains from dishes left outside. One interaction between the employees 
resulted in an unexpected finding – the kitchen staff fed raw meat waste from 
commercially produced chickens to mongoose. "This may be how the mongoose 
developed resistance to ceftiofur," said Alexander.  
 
The one troop living in an undisturbed region of the park was resistant to only 
ampicillin. "These findings reinforce the significance of human impacts to natural 
environments, even when human numbers are low," said Alexander.  
 
The article reports that mongoose were resistant to the same antibiotics as 
humans in the region, but at a lower level. Of human fecal samples collected in 
the mongoose home ranges, 80.3 percent were resistant to at least one 
antibiotic. Of the human clinical samples screened at the local hospital, 89.9 
percent of various isolated bacteria species were resistant to at least one 
antibiotic.  
 
"This work identifies direct support for the possibility that direct human fecal 
contamination of the environment is an important potential source of microbial 
exposure and transmission to wildlife living in these areas," said Ponder, who 
was with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention before coming to 
Virginia Tech.  
 
"Ecotourism developments are important for conservation and economic growth, 
but the associated human waste, which includes garbage as well as feces and 
waste water, may expose wildlife to human-associated pathogens and antibiotic 
resistance, ultimately increasing future threats to human health," said Alexander.  
 
The project was funded by a National Science Foundation Dynamics of Coupled 
Natural and Human Systems award, the Morris Animal Foundation, and the 
WildiZe Foundation. The NSF Scholarships in Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics program also provided partial financial support for Pesapane.  
 
"The impact of microbial exchange and antibiotic resistance accumulation in 
mongoose may extend through food webs," the researchers conclude. 
"Mongoose are eaten by a large number of avian, reptile, and mammalian 
predators including domestic dogs. Thus, the cascading effects of exposure of 
wildlife species to human waste-associated microbes can impact an array of 
susceptible species across an ecosystem and in turn increase human exposure, 
coupling humans and natural systems in complicated ways."  
 
They recommend closed sewage systems, wildlife-proofed trash receptacles, 
and prohibiting feeding poultry and livestock products from kitchen waste to 
either wildlife or domestic animals.  
 



"As we change our natural environments, these modifications can in turn impact 
our own health," said Alexander. "We are working with the Botswana Ministry of 
Health and Ministry of Environment, Wildlife, and Tourism to minimize these 
impacts and develop sustainable approaches to the protection of human, wildlife, 
and ecosystem health."  
 
Pesapane said the research experience reinforced that "the issue of global 
sustainability and health is multifaceted, and an interdisciplinary approach is vital 
to achieving progress in managing health threats at this complex interface." 
Pointing out the interconnectedness of human health and wellbeing and 
conservation of natural resources, she said, "We cannot begin to address issues 
of conservation without also improving quality of life in neighboring communities."  
 
"The Virginia Tech/CARACAL program under the NSF-funded program 
embodied this concept with expanded program focus beyond research in the 
Chobe region to include educational outreach and partnered efforts with the 
Government of Botswana to improve the quality of life for the citizens of 
Botswana," she added.  
 
Pesapane, who completed her master's in wildlife science at Virginia Tech in 
December 2011, is now project director of Rural System Inc. "My experience with 
the Alexander lab, its nonprofit affiliate CARACAL, and my education in the fish 
and wildlife conservation department at Virginia Tech provided a solid foundation 
for an inspiring career in global conservation," she said.  
 
"Our next step," Alexander said, "is to begin to unravel the interdependent natural 
and human drivers of microorganism exchange, emergence of disease, and 
spread of antibiotic resistance among wildlife and across environments. This will 
be essential to our ability to effectively manage this interface and protect the 
health of humans, wildlife, and environments on which we depend."  
 
To learn more about Alexander's research in Botswana, visit her program blog 
and the CARACAL Facebook page.  
 
The College of Natural Resources and Environment at Virginia Tech, which 
consistently ranks among the top three programs of its kind in the nation, 
advances the science of sustainability. Programs prepare the future generation of 
leaders to address the complex natural resources issues facing the planet. 
World-class faculty lead transformational research that complements the student 
learning experience and impacts citizens and communities across the globe on 
sustainability issues, especially as they pertain to water, climate, fisheries, 
wildlife, forestry, sustainable biomaterials, ecosystems, and geography. Virginia 
Tech, the most comprehensive university in Virginia, is dedicated to quality, 
innovation, and results to the commonwealth, the nation, and the world.  
 
Article link: http://environmentalresearchweb.org/cws/article/yournews/53317  
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8. Technology and the Tiger: DNA Study of 
Wildlife in Nepal 

 
Posted: May 3rd, 2013 
by Kashish Das Shrestha 
 
National exclusive on the emerging DNA study of wildlife in Nepal. A part of this 
report has been published in Republica national daily’s weekend edition, The 
Week, today as Part-One of a two-part series.  
  
Update: Washington DC based journalist Kate Sheppard of Mother Jones 
magazine was in Nepal recently. We visited the office of Center for Molecular 
Dynamics- Nepal together. Her report on the Nepal Tiger Genome Project has 
also been published.  
 
In 1962, When the Noble Prize in Physiology or Medicine was given for 
discovering the structure of DNA, the BBC started its report with the following 
words: “In Stockholm today, five men are receiving Noble prizes. The highest 
honors that international science has to offer; for work that will eventually lead to 
the healing of sickness, and the preservation of human life.” James Watson, with 
Francis Crick, discovered the “structure of life” in 1953. 60years later, DNA has 
gone well beyond that realm and become an important tool in understanding and 
conserving the world’s wildlife and ecologies. Here, 2013 will mark Nepal’s 
completion of its first genome project, the Nepal Tiger Genome Project  (NTGP) 
conducted in a state-of-the-art laboratory in Kathmandu. 
  
“We collected a lot more shit than planned,” Dibesh Karmacharya, who 
developed NTGP and is the International Director of Center for Molecular 
Dynamics-Nepal (CMDN), said light-heartedly of the project that identifies tigers 
and its habitat based on the DNA information retrieved from tiger feces. After 216 
days of collecting 1200 samples of scat (the term used for feces of carnivores) 
from four national parks by multiple teams, the two-year project funded by 
USAID-Nepal comes to a close in June. But the crucial chapter of genetic study 
of wildlife in Nepal is only beginning. 
  
“USAID set up the NTGP as a two year project to build capacity in Nepal to do 
cutting edge genetic research to inform wildlife conservation,” Bronwyn Llewellyn, 
Environment Officer, USAID Nepal, explained. “We considered this important 
because Nepal has a long history of traditional conservation and is ready to bring 
their efforts to the next level through advanced technology such as genetics.” 
 
 



Nepal Tiger Genome Project  
  
Nepal is by no means the first country to use DNA to study wildlife. India began 
its first DNA based enumerations of Tigers in 2007, and the San Diago Zoo 
Global’s Genome 10K Project is aiming to “assemble a genetic zoo” with a 
“collection of DNA sequences of 100,000 species” by 2015. 
  
Nepal, however, does not allow any biological samples to be taken out of the 
country. And this is what makes the current genetics studies in Nepal 
groundbreaking: simply the fact that these studies can finally be done here in 
Nepal itself, at the CMDN, established in 2007 as a non-profit making Non-
Government Organization. In their 2011 preliminary study of Snow Leopards for 
WWF, CMDN worked to identify species and gender based on samples originally 
collected in late 2000s by WWF’s field biologists for a dietary survey. 
  
With the Tiger Genome Project, initiated in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Forest and Soil Conservation and the Department of National Parks and Wildlife 
Conservation, and funded by USAID Nepal, CMDN is able to add the final crucial 
element: fingerprinting of the species identified. In this case, creating a unique ID 
for individual species that have been identified as a male or female tiger. 
  
 “We are only creating a database of 700 samples, which is what the resources 
of the project allows us to do,” Dibesh explains. The DNA extraction takes three 
days, species identification then takes about a week, gender identification takes 
about three to four days, and finally another three days for “fingerprinting” the 
sample, i.e. creating a unique ID of that particular Tiger. The team is currently 
establishing 10 DNA markers on each sample. 
  
Through NTGP, CMDN has also developed a customized software in which each 
sample’s details are carefully cataloged, accessible instantly by scanning a 
barcode.  
 
Indeed, the NTGP offers a long-term capacity for Nepal even after the project 
ends. The DNA Sequencer, which the USAID funded project of little over 
$268,000 helped pay for, enables this local service provider to do what could not 
be done in Nepal before. That is to say, a technology brought in for tigers will 
serve many in days to come, and already is. CMDN is now also now working with 
several international researchers, mostly University researchers, who are not 
able to take their samples out of Nepal. 
  
“We are extremely proud of what CMDN has accomplished in this time frame.  By 
setting up a lab with this capability, USAID has opened the door for more 
research as well,” Bronwyn added. “Other donors and projects are now coming to 
CMDN to work on everything from Rhinos to Snow Leopards. Nepal is becoming 
known as a leader in the region on genetics research, and we are confident that 
this ability is going to continue to grow. 



  
Stanford University’s Study 
  
Last week, at an environment-reporting workshop organized by the USAID-
funded Hariyo Ban program, Secretary for the Ministry of Forest and Soil 
Conservation spoke about Nepal’s potential as an international research site. 
[Disclosure: I was moderating the workshop] 
  
The current emphasis on studying climate change and considering Nepal’s 
unique topography and ecology, the country is a hub for global research, the 
Secretary explained. 
  
One such researcher is Professor Elizabeth Hadly of Stanford University, and her 
team. Prof. Hadly is currently researching the impact of climate change on the 
Himalayan Pikas. 
  
“We could not have done the work without the collaboration of Dibesh and his 
team,” Prof. Hadly said over email. 
  
Describing her team’s research, Prof. Hadly said, “ Pikas are unusual mammals 
closely related to rabbits and hares, but very special because of their occurrence 
only at high latitudes and high elevations.  They cannot tolerate heat.  And the 
climate in high elevation tropical areas such as Nepal and northern India is 
changing at a faster rate than other areas of the world.  Our research team, –
[includes Katie Solari (my grad student), Uma Ramakrishnan (my collaborator in 
India) Nishma Dal (Uma's grad student)] is working on pikas in the Himalayas of 
Nepal and India for the main reason that they are very speciose there and 
because the species span a variety of elevations.” 
  
The genetics connection? “Not only have pikas never been studied genetically in 
Nepal, we aren’t really sure exactly how many species are present in your 
country!” she added. 
  
The team has also found “pikas do appear to be changing their ranges.  Some of 
the locals we talked to remarked on the absence of pikas where they used to be 
common.” 
  
And an exciting development: the study by Uma Ramakrishnan and Nishma Dal 
have revealed “that there is at least one species in the Himalayas that has never 
been identified before.” 
  
Illegal Wildlife Trade 
  
Nepal has emerged as a major transit hub for smuggling of all kinds of goods, of 
which illegal wildlife trade is becoming significant. During last week alone a group 
of men were caught with a rhino horn in Bardibas Mahottari, an Indian citizen 



from Utter Pradesh was caught in Kathmandu with leopard hide, two men were 
also caught with leopard skin in Kathmandu, while police arrested a group 
smuggling red sandal wood beads in “false compartments” inside fuel tanks of 
two cars. The product was being moved from India to China, and passing 
through Kathmandu when found. 
 
“Smugglers don’t care what they are smuggling, they just want to smuggle,” the 
Director General of the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation 
had explained at the Earth Matters media workshop last week. “They will trade in 
wildlife parts, and human smuggling at the same time. And they use technology 
far advanced than the ones we use, they are better equipped.” 
  
As poachers and smugglers become increasingly sophisticated in their trade, 
genetics works such as the Tiger Genome Project becomes ever more important. 
  
“One of the exciting potentials of genetics work is in the field of law enforcement. 
With the dreadful rise in poaching world wide, law enforcement officers need 
every tool possible to capture and convict wildlife trade criminals. Already we 
have seen cases of ivory seizures made in Thailand tracked back to the 
elephant’s home in Africa due to an elephant genetics project,” Bronwyn said. 
“The NTGP has the potential to do the same for Nepal’s tigers as well. The 
government of Nepal is testing out this theory now, working with CMDN to use 
genetics in the case of recent seizures.  We’re a ways from being able to use this 
data in court, but this is an important first step.” 
  
Indeed, this year the Police and CIB have reached out to CMDN to check the 
DNA of several confiscated illegal wildlife parts. 
  
Dr. Ghana Shyam Gurung, Conservation Director, WWF Nepal, understands its 
importance too. “The first thing we will be able to do is check, for example, the 
tiger parts came from a tiger in Nepal’s parks or not,” he said. “After we run that 
check, we can tell our partners in India that perhaps it is one of theirs. Or if turns 
out to be Nepal’s, then we will know exactly where the tiger was based and that 
will help us figure out what went wrong there in terms of conservation.” 
 
Shaping Policy 
  
“Conservation relies on genetic work for all sorts of reasons, perhaps the most 
important, that it allows us to understand just how connected, or disconnected, 
surviving (or extinct, using ancient DNA) populations are,” Prof. Hadly explained. 
  
Genetics study has many immediate and long-term impacts on conservation 
policies. For one thing, understanding the genetic diversity of a certain species 
population in an area is crucial to understanding that group’s survival viability. 
The larger the genetic pool, the better the chance of their survival. For example, 
if a group of tigers in western Nepal appear to have limited genetic diversity, 



conservationists can develop ways in which to introduce tigers from other regions 
to diversify the population’s gene pool and give them a better chance at survival. 
  
“For Snow Leopards, we are also now working on a more in-depth genetic study 
to understand how far these animals are traveling,” Dr. Gurung said. “In our 
eastern Himalayas there isn’t a very large area for them to move around in. But if 
we find they are traveling across to India in the Kanchenjunga range, for 
example, then we are able to develop trans-boundary conservation strategies.” 
 
Limited Resources, Shared Resources 
  
WWF’s study on Snow Leopards and the Standford University’s on Pikas has 
occurred independently. Yet, the two creatures are intricately linked in the wild 
naturally, and now for the first time Nepals has an opportunity to understand just 
how closely they are linked with an unprecedented degree of details. 
  
“Pikas form a significant part of the snow leopard diet! That means that the 
changing climate and its impacts on the little pika may exert an influence on the 
snow leopard survival.” Prof. Hadly noted. “Species in ecosystems interact, after 
all.” 
  
Combining the results of these two independent studies would naturally result in 
a broader understanding of the Himalayan wildlife ecology, at least as shared by 
the Snow Leopard and Pikas. But could a conversation amongst those 
conducting genetic research in Nepal help, by design, to produce studies on 
corresponding species? Now that the significant Tiger Genome Project has been 
undertaken, what might be some of the best species to study that could enhance 
the research on tiger, and who might be able to conduct those studies? 
Considering the fact that resources are limited, could shared investment in 
research produce directly related studies to help create genomic databases of 
certain ecosystems? Perhaps bodies such as the National Trust for Nature 
Conservation could even produce such proposals and find researchers to work 
on them, as opposed to waiting for researchers to come in and seek permit. 
  
A similar project for the endangered Rhinos, which shares the tiger’s habitat in 
the Terai Arc Landscape conservation area, is underway too. These four projects 
alone give the kind of detailed data of Nepal’s Himalayan and Terai ecology that 
would have been impossible before a lab like CMDN got the DNA Sequencer for 
the NTGP. 
  
‘World of the Future’ 
  
The CMDN team itself is excited about the possibilities that lie ahead. As they 
wrap up the NTGP, they are already looking at ways in which to add more value 
to the data they have found and documented, namely by using elements of GIS 
and Landsat images to get a broader scope of not just the tigers, but the way in 



which their population and the human population have interacted over a certain 
period of time, and how they might moving forward. It is the logical step forward 
that needs to be taken sooner rather than later. 
  
“I am interested in how animals respond to climate change,” Prof. Hadly said of 
her own research. “I work in the past, using fossils I excavate from the last 
20,000 years or so, to the present, using extant animals I live-trap in the wild, in 
order to understand how animals will react to our world of the future.” 
  
Nepal is considered to be the 14th most climate vulnerable country in the world. 
In a race against a rapidly changing global climate, heightened domestic 
deforestation and forest encroachments, illegal mining, and a bustling illicit 
wildlife parts trade, there has never been a more crucial time for Nepal to prepare 
for its world of the future. 
 
Article link: http://sustainablenepal.org/technology-and-the-tiger-dna-study-of-
wildlife-in-nepal/#.UYO6CyvwIz1  
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9. Climate change already affecting UK wildlife 
 
May 09, 2013 by Alex Peel 
 
UK wildlife is already feeling the effects of climate change, scientists say. 
According to a report out on Thursday, with input from many of the UK's top 
environmental scientists, many species are now found further north and at higher 
altitudes than in previous decades. 
  
Climate change may also be making it easier for species from foreign shores to 
invade, often to the cost of native wildlife. 
  
The Terrestrial Biodiversity Report Card is the first in a series of reports 
commissioned by the Living With Environmental Change Partnership, led by 
NERC with Defra, the Environment Agency and Natural England. 
  
The Report Card is designed to provide policy makers, land managers, 
environmental consultants and researchers with the most up-to-date evidence on 
the effects on climate change. 
  
'When thinking about climate change it's important to stand back, review the 
evidence and take a long-term view,' says Dr Mike Morecroft from Natural 
England, who led the development of the report. 
  

http://sustainablenepal.org/technology-and-the-tiger-dna-study-of-wildlife-in-nepal/#.UYO6CyvwIz1
http://sustainablenepal.org/technology-and-the-tiger-dna-study-of-wildlife-in-nepal/#.UYO6CyvwIz1


'The report card shows strong evidence from a large number of different scientific 
studies that the natural world has started to respond to climate change over the 
last few decades.' 
  
'It also shows the range and complexity of these changes: some species and 
habitats are much more sensitive than others.' 
 
'This is a challenge for conservation and we need to adapt our approach to 
reduce the risks and take advantage of any opportunities. It is also another wake-
up call about the seriousness of tackling climate change.' 
  
Amongst the report's most important findings is an increasing risk of new pests 
and diseases in the UK, such as the oak processionary moth, whose caterpillars 
can also cause respiratory problems in humans. 
  
It also reveals a sharp decline in wildfowl and wading birds wintering in the UK. 
Surveys show that the number of Bewick's swan wintering in the UK declined by 
44 per cent in just ten years between 1997/8 and 2007/8. 
  
Natural Environment Minister, Richard Benyon MP, says the new report will be 
important for informing new policies to protect wildlife. 
  
'It's essential that we improve our understanding of how the natural environment 
is changing, as this affects the action we need to take to conserve biodiversity,' 
he says. 
  
'New policies are based on scientific evidence, which is why research like this is 
so important.' 
 
Article link: http://phys.org/news/2013-05-climate-affecting-uk-wildlife.html  
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10. Rise in Roadkill Requires New Solutions 
 
May 16, 2013 
By Melissa Gaskill 
 
Vehicle–wildlife collisions kill millions of animals--and harm thousands of 
people--each year. Scientists are working on solutions 
 
In the 1960s widening U.S. Highway 27 just north of Tallahassee cut Florida's 
Lake Jackson into two sections. When water levels fell too low in either part, 
thousands of turtles, frogs, snakes and alligators would hit the road to head for 
the other side—where cars and trucks often hit the animals. In February of 2000 
Matt Aresco, then a PhD student at The Florida State University in Tallahassee, 

http://phys.org/news/2013-05-climate-affecting-uk-wildlife.html


drove through and was stunned at the sight of dozens of crushed turtles. For the 
next five weeks he patrolled the road between the lakes, once counting 343 dead 
turtles in 10 days. "It was so heartbreaking to see dozens of turtles, animals that 
could be 50 or 60 years old, smashed before they make it two feet onto the 
road," he says. 
  
Using photos he snapped of the carnage, Aresco convinced the state 
transportation department to provide nylon fencing, which he set up that April 
along 1,200 meters on either side of the highway. Between April and August, his 
makeshift fence intercepted nearly 5,000 turtles that otherwise may have ended 
up as roadkill. 
  
Across the U.S. vehicles hit an estimated one million to two million animals every 
year, the equivalent of a collision every 26 seconds, according to insurance 
industry records. But official numbers of animal–vehicle crashes include only 
reported collisions, which generally means those with large animals and that 
result in disabled vehicles, says Jon Beckmann, a biologist with the New York 
City–based Wildlife Conservation Society. "If you run over a raccoon or skunk, 
those are rarely reported. When you include those smaller animals, the numbers 
are probably well up in the millions more." 
  
The animal generally comes out on the losing end of the encounter. Aresco 
calculated that in 2001 a turtle attempting to cross U.S. 27 had a 2 percent 
chance of surviving. He even witnessed a turtle shot through the air like a hockey 
puck after being struck, and says there are documented cases of these shelled 
projectiles going through windshields. And, according to the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHA), death by car represents a serious threat to 21 endangered 
or threatened species, including Key deer, bighorn sheep, ocelot, red wolves, 
desert tortoises, American crocodiles and Florida panthers. Nine panthers were 
killed by vehicles in 2011, 16 in 2012 and five as of April 26 this year, says 
Darrell Land, leader of the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission's 
panther team. Those numbers represent significant losses for a population of 
only 100 to 160 animals that continues to lose habitat to development. 
 
Vehicles, according to Beckmann, Aresco and other scientists, may well be one 
of the biggest threats to U.S. wildlife populations. According to the Insurance 
Information Institute, collisions between 2008 and 2010 were more than 20 
percent higher than the previous five years. And people in the vehicles suffer 
consequences, too. More than 90 percent of collisions with deer and nearly 100 
percent of those with larger elk and moose cause damage to the car or truck 
involved, the FHA reports. The Insurance Information Institute estimates that 
collisions with deer alone cause about 200 human fatalities each year, plus tens 
of thousands of injuries and $3.6 billion in vehicle damage. The number of deer-
related claims paid out by just one insurance firm—State Farm—increased nearly 
8 percent while all other claims declined by more than 8 percent. And bad things 
can happen even when there's no actual collision: Drivers swerving to avoid an 



animal can run into each other, or off the road. Solutions do exist, although those 
fighting to protect animals from death by vehicle have found that putting them 
into practice often proves challenging. 
 
Safer crossings 
 
 Designing roads with wildlife in mind in the first place would make the biggest 
difference. "Highway 27 should have been built as a bridge, for example," Aresco 
says. "It's easier to plan a new road, perhaps put it in a better location or build 
bridges or wildlife crossings, from the start." 
  
But that strategy, of course, does nothing to improve existing roads or the larger 
problem of how those roads affect habitats. The U.S. highway system includes 
almost 6.5 million kilometers of road, not counting dirt or county ones. Those 
kilometers honeycomb even the most remote parts of the country, fragmenting 
habitat and making it hard for animals to avoid encounters with pavement. 
"Ungulates such as deer, pronghorn, moose and elk migrate seasonally, and 
roads represent a real challenge," Beckmann explains. "And carnivores move 
across huge areas—grizzly bears, mountain lions and wolverines can have home 
ranges of several hundred square miles, which gives them a high probability of 
crossing roads." Reptiles and amphibians, like those turtles crossing Florida's 
U.S. 27, also travel annually from hibernation to breeding sites. 
  
On those 6.5 million existing kilometers the next best thing is providing a safe 
way for animals to get from one side to the other. Specially designed crossings, 
typically vegetation-rich over- or under-passes, have proved remarkably 
successful at reducing animal–vehicle collisions. But proper design matters. 
  
The makeshift barrier Aresco put up in April 2000 funneled Lake Jackson wildlife 
through a single 3.6-meter drainage culvert. This often required animals to travel 
relatively long distances, putting them at risk of overheating and predation. 
Aresco continued to walk the barrier daily until August 2006, ferrying turtles, 
snakes and frogs across the busy, four-lane road—first in one direction, then the 
other, in response to water conditions. In those four years he recorded more than 
11,000 animals, including 9,000-plus turtles, attempting to cross. Hundreds 
continued to die doing so; some climbed over the barriers, and the fencing 
material degraded rapidly in the hot Florida sun and was repeatedly damaged by 
mowers, vandals and storm runoff. The biologist once broke his hand making 
repairs, sporting a cast for six weeks. 
 
Aresco saw the need for a more enduring solution, and set out to find one. He 
formed the nonprofit Lake Jackson Ecopassage Alliance in 2002, and the group 
convinced the Florida Department of Transportation (DOT) to conduct a 
feasibility study. Completed in 2004, it recommended three to four additional 
culverts and permanent barriers on both sides of the highway. The local 
transportation authority approved the recommendation, but use of federal funds 



required an environmental study, a process that stretched into early 2007. 
Meanwhile, Hurricane Dennis dumped nearly 23 centimeters of rain in July 2005, 
damaging much of the still temporary fencing and resulting in a car killing a two-
meter-long alligator. Rain broke fence sections again in September 2006. By 
then Aresco had gone to work as director of Nokuse Plantation, a private wildlife 
preserve two hours away, and had stopped his daily patrols. "That was really 
hard, knowing there were times there would be breaks in the fence and turtles 
killed as a result," he recalls. "But it just convinced me even more there needed 
to be a permanent solution, not just one person to maintain these flimsy fences 
for the rest of time." 
  
Roadkill to nil 
 
Aresco continued to face setbacks. While he and Alliance volunteers labored to 
replace the entire length of fence in September 2007, a passing motorist stole 
eight rolls of the new, UV-resistant material. Nearly 45 centimeters of rain from 
Tropical Storm Fay damaged the barrier yet again in 2008. Finally, under 
increasing public pressure, the regional transportation authority and then the 
DOT made the passage a priority. Construction began in September 2009, and 
one year later, 1.2-meter-high plastic walls directed wildlife into four culverts 
along 1.6 kilometers of U.S. 27. The cost: only $3 million; the result: turtle roadkill 
dropped to zero. That was an "extremely satisfying" end to 10 years of hard work 
for Aresco. "From the first day I went out there and discovered the problem, 
putting an end to it motivated me, no matter how long it took." 
 
Elsewhere, wildlife crossings have achieved similar success. Vegetated 
overpasses spanning major interstates in Canada have reduced vehicle 
collisions with mule deer and elk by more than 90 percent, and in southern 
Florida underpasses and barrier fences have reduced panther mortality to almost 
zero along about 110 kilometers of road. "We know overpasses and underpasses 
are highly effective when done right," Beckmann says. The trade-off is that 
crossings can be expensive. 
  
Less expensive options include reduced speed limits and "animal crossing" 
warning signs. But Beckmann says data show that speed zones don't reduce 
collisions, at least not without increased enforcement. Warning signs may at least 
increase awareness, but again, without other kinds of mitigation, probably aren't 
very effective, he says. For example, despite "panther crossing" signs and 
reduced nighttime speed limits in areas without crossings, vehicle strikes remain 
the number-one human-related cause of death for Florida panthers. In Nevada 
"bear crossing" signs installed in the Lake Tahoe area had no apparent effect on 
the annual number of vehicle–bear collisions, which have increased almost 20-
fold since monitoring began in the mid-1990s—primarily, Beckmann believes, 
due to the allure of human garbage, more people and traffic moving into bear 
country, and an increase in the overall bear population. 
  



Roadside animal detection (RAD) systems—computerized signs with flashing 
lights tripped when an animal breaks a light beam—cost more than simple 
warning signs but less than most crossings. These can reduce collisions with 
large animals, the highway administration reports, but wind may trigger false 
warnings, animals sometimes fail to set off the lights and the trips aren't currently 
designed for smaller animals. "There is a lot of potential for this technology," 
Beckmann says, "but reliability has been the limiting factor so far." 
  
In 2012 RADs set to detect panthers went up along two particularly deadly 
kilometers of U.S. 41 in Florida's Big Cypress National Preserve, the first such 
system used for animals besides larger deer, elk and moose. The University of 
Central Florida Department of Biology launched a two-year monitoring study in 
2012 to determine the system's effectiveness in detecting and protecting 
panthers. Researchers survey drivers, look for animal tracks where system logs 
show a trigger and intentionally trigger the sensors to see whether drivers slow 
down, according to U.C.F. biologist Daniel Smith. 
  
Despite some successes in reducing mortality in specific areas, millions of 
kilometers of road remain where animals have no protection at all. Until they do, 
there simply aren't enough Arescos to go around. 
 
Article link: http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=roadkill-endangers-
endangered-wildlife  
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