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The Zoological Garden Newsletter 

 

Young Sahara sand vipers  

Among the animals collected and 

brought to the Zoological Garden 

in June (15.6.15) as part of the 

'collect and save' mission at the 

sand dunes of Beer Milka, were 

two females of the species Sahara 

sand viper (Cerastes vipera) – a 

poisonous snake  endemic to the 

deserts of North Africa, Sinai and 

Israel. In this species it is easy to 

distinguish between males and 

females – the latter have a black 

tail (see upper photo).  

 

On 9.8.15, almost two months 

after they had been collected from 

the field, the two females gave 

birth to live young – a possible 

indication of breeding in this 

species.  
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Females of this species do not lay eggs, and one of them gave birth to eight live young and 

the other – to two. When the young leave their mother's body they are wrapped in a thin 

membrane, but soon extract themselves from it and start to wander around.  They are 

poisonous, and therefore dangerous, from the moment they are born. In the photos: the 

mother before giving birth and the young snakes, only minutes old.  

 

New species in the bat exhibition   

Our bat exhibition has two new species. The 

rear cage, on the wall between the fruit bats 

(Rousettus aegyptiacus) and the Kuhl's 

pipistrelle bats (Pipistrellus kuhlii) hosts three 

bats: two European free-tailed bats (Tadarida 

teniotis) – a black insect eating bat, which flies 

fast and high and feeds mainly on moths and 

flying beetles; and one desert long-eared bat (Otonycteris hemprichii) – a light coloured 

bat with huge ears. The desert-dwelling bat feeds on scorpions, centipedes and other 

terrestrial arthropods.  
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The she-wolf Shosha – a returning resident to the Zoological Garden 

Shosha, a female wolf born in our Garden in January 2009, returned to us on October 2015 

after years of living in the Zoological Garden of Abu-Kabir. From the age of four weeks to 

six months, Shosha grew up in the home of the Zaslow family, in order to accustom her to 

people, as requested by theAbu-Kabir Garden. Shosha then lived for several years in Abu-

Kabir together with a male wolf, which unfortunately died before the pair had been able to 

produce offspring. Now, Shosha has returned to us, in coordination with the Israel Nature 

and Parks Authority, in order to integrate into our wolf pack and reproduce with the 

dominant male. This is because in the past few years our own female has seldom given 

birth, and when she did – she didn't take care of the cubs. Our plan is to introduce Shosha 

to our dominant male, and after the two will form a stable pair they will be united with the 

other two wolves in the pack. We hope that our own female, which is very dominant, will 

accept Shosha as the alpha female in the pack. If not, our female wolf will be transferred to 

another zoo. In the photos: Shosha as a cub with the Zaslow family, and later in Abu-Kabir 

during a family visit. All photos courtesy of the Zaslow family.  
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Artificial claws for a fruit bat  

One of our fruit bats has only one leg, and until 

recently its handicap did not seem to affect its daily 

life.  Lately, however, for some unknown reason, his 

toes began to straighten, making it difficult for him 

to hang from the ceiling, eat and perform other 

behaviours. In order to ease his life, the vets Dr 

Maya Weinberg and Dr Ron Elazari-Volcani built 

him artificial claws made of epoxy putty, as you can 

see in the photos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On owls and ibises  

The Eurasian eagle-owl flock has been 

moved to a more spacious cage, next to the 

northern bald ibis cage. During the first two 

weeks following the transfer, none of the 

ibises approached the eastern part of their 

cage – the part adjacent to the owls' cage. 

This avoidance behaviour means that despite 

all our ibises being captive born, they 

nonetheless identified the owls as potential predators and were accordingly cautious. After 

two weeks, when the ibises understood that nothing harmful was happening, they gradually 

began to occupy the eastern part of their cage – their preferred location.   
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Building a connecting gate between the Zoological and Botanical 

Gardens and renovating the eastern path  

Renovation works on the eastern path in the 

Zoological Garden, going from north to 

south, have begun. On the northern part of 

the path a connecting gate between the two 

Gardens is planned. This will be used mainly 

by the guided groups that visit both gardens. 

The planning and design of the new path is 

part of the renovation of the whole garden 

and is being carried out according to a master 

plan. The natural stones that line both sides of the path will give it a natural appearance, as 

will the granulite surface of the path itself.  

 

Termites in the Zoological Garden  

In the nuptial flight that took place in the Zoological Garden during the second week of 

October, the air was filled with tens of thousands of winged termites, evidence of the large 

biomass of these social insects that unwittingly share the Zoological Garden with us.  
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The stump of the coral tree near the entrance 

path draws termite attention mainly because 

of the large cavity in its center and the 

peripheral root system that stems from it, 

partly exposed on the ground. A large 

population of wood termites of the species 

Kalotermes phoeniciae has developed in 

these roots. This species of wood termite was 

first described only a year ago as a new 

species, distributed in Cyprus, Lebanon and 

Israel. Along the coastal plain of Israel it 

lives mainly in carob and Tamarix aphylla 

trees, but is also known as a pest in avocado, 

persimmon and mango orchards, as well as 

being  found in houses, mainly in door and 

window frames. In the lower photo: Workers 

and winged termites of the species 

Kalotermes phoeniciae collected in the 

Zoological Garden.   

Another species of termite whose winged individuals have been flying abundantly in the 

Zoological Garden lately is Eremotermes arctus, whose biology still remains to be studied.  

Indeed, the first world discovery of a soldier of this species was by Alex Shlagman in our 

Zoological Garden.   

The termites that inhabit most of the trees in our garden are usually hidden from sight, but 

their ecological contribution is high: they contribute to breaking up dead vegetal matter 

and to the return of minerals to the soil; their underground tunnel systems improve air and 

water flow in the ground; and they serve as food for other groups of animals.   

The stump of the coral tree has gradually hollowed out as a consequence of the activity of 

termites, tree-dwelling beetles and fungus. It has become the habitat of various 

invertebrates and small mammals that find shelter in its cavities, and as a result enhances 

the biological diversity in the garden.  

We thank Dr Dani Simon, from the Zoology Department, for the information on the 

termites.  
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Spotlight on a research project in the Zoological Garden 

Multisensory perception in bats 

Sasha Danilovich, PhD student, supervised by 

Dr Yossi Yovel, head of the laboratory of 

sensual perception and cognition, Department 

of Zoology 

The way in which sensory information received 

by one sense is translated into a neuro- 

representation that is accessible to another sense, 

and the way in which information   coming from 

several sensual systems is assessed, are 

fundamental issues in neuroscience. Bats present 

ideal model animals for studying these issues, 

because their behaviour is based on two sensory systems that provide high-resolution 

spatial information on the bats’ distant environment: vision and biological sonar 

(echolocation).  The Egyptian fruit bat (Rousettus aegyptiacus), found in Israel, also 

employs these two systems in order to construct a sensual representation of the world.     

In our lab we conduct various studies to engage with the issues described above. For 

example, we examine how sight availability (controlled by changing the light level) affects 

the bats’ gathering of information via echolocation. We found that when the light level is 

high, the pace and intensity of echolocation is low. This presents the first evidence that 

information gathered by one sense affects 

information gathering from another sense. 

In another study we trained bats to 

discern between several objects using 

only one sense (vision or sonar), and then 

tested them in the other sense to 

determine whether they could still discern 

between objects. The ability to transfer 

information between different senses 

implies that, using only one sense, the bats are capable of constructing a neuro-

representation accessible to other senses. In this study we also used the fact that 

echolocation is an active sense (in other words, a sense that requires the animal to actively 
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produce sound in order to gather information), in order to understand how the information 

is acquired. Recording the calls that the bats produce while performing the task has 

enabled us to evaluate the information gathered by the bats prior to choosing one of the 

objects and constructing its decision-making model.   

 

Zoological Garden newsflash  

 New inhabitants in the 

garden! In addition to Shosha the she-

wolf, mentioned above, we have also 

received from the Zoological Garden 

in Abu-Kabir one common crane and 

three mallard ducks (a male and two 

females), which now live on the main 

lawn,  two Tristrams's starlings, 

which occupy the cage with the glass 

front near the goats, and four 

porcupines. From the Hai-Park in 

Kiryat Motzkin we received two sand partridges that live together with the woodpeckers in 

the western cage in the bat exhibition building.   

  

 Sadly, one of our two otters has died. In the post-mortem we found large stones in 

both kidneys that had blocked them completely. We also found malignant tumors in other 

organs of the otter’s body.   
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The Botanical Garden Newsletter 

 

Pineapple doesn't grow in a can!  

Pineapple has recently started blooming in 

the Botanical Garden. The pineapple is a 

species of the family Bromeliaceae. Most 

of the species in this family live as 

epiphytes (plants that grow harmlessly 

upon another plant) in tropical and sub-

tropical America. Plants that grow under the tropical 

forest canopy compete for the limited sunlight that 

penetrates the forest canopy. Epiphytes avoid this 

competition by growing on the top of tall tree 

branches, and thus don’t need to invest the energy 

required to develop a tall stem and branches. A large 

and diverse collection of bromelid species can be 

seen in the Garden’s tropical house, most growing as 

epiphytes on artificial tree-like constructions. The 

pineapple is an exception in its family, growing on 

the ground. It is a perennial plant with dentate and 

spiky leaves, whose habitat is southern Brazil and 

Paraguay. Its inflorescence comprises many pinkish 
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flowers, pollinated by hummingbirds. Flowering in pineapple can be induced by increasing 

the concentration of ethylene gas. Moshe Peri, our chief gardener and the tropical house 

manager, increases ethylene concentration by using rotten apples (which secrete ethylene) - 

and with great success! The plant sets flowers in the garden once every three years.  

Pineapple is a multiple fruit, constructed of many hexagon-shaped small individual fruits, 

each originating from one flower. The fruit can be developed even without pollination, 

producing a seedless fruit, just like bananas. The seeds, when present,  are small and hard 

and undesired by commercial growers. Thus, most of the agricultural reproduction of 

pineapples is carried out vegetatively from cuttings. 

During the next few weeks the flowers and the developed fruit will be on show in the 

Dafna Carasso Tropical House. Come and see them growing! 

 

Acacia laeta - next door neighbour 

Four Acacia species are native to Israel, 

alongside several non-native and invasive 

Australian species. Just across the border 

in Jordan, another species, Acacia laeta, 

can be found on the other side of the Dead 

Sea. Most of its natural distribution area is 

in the dry savannahs in Africa, south of 

the Sahara. Acacia laeta has 

short, extremely sharp, hook-shaped 

spines, which enable it to create a virtually 

impassable dense thicket, helping it to 

avoid herbivory by the large mammals 

common in the savannas. 

In Jordan it reaches its northern 

distribution range in small patches, far 

from the central range of the species’ 

population.  

The first record of the species in our area was in 1891 in the Safi oasis, located south-east 

of the Dead Sea, but it was not observed again  until after the peace agreement between 

Israel and Jordan in 1995, when it was rediscovered by Shuka Ravek and Prof. Avi Shmida 
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from the Hebrew University. They found a grove in Wadi Hassa, not too far from the 

original site. In 2008 seeds were collected by Dr Yuval Sapir (director of the TAU 

Botanical Garden). The seeds were germinated in the Jerusalem Botanical Garden in 

Givav-Ram and returned to our Botanical Garden as seedlings. 

One tree was planted in the Oasis plot (Ein Gedi) about a year and a half ago. It has been 

successfully acclimatized, as evident in its current blooming and fruit-setting. The 

blooming and the fruit ripening process can be observed at this time. Note the wide and flat 

pods, which differentiate this tree from other Acacia species in the Middle East. 

 

Autumn flowers: modest beauty 

The annual aridity at summer’s end did 

not prepare us for the surprise found on 

one hill in the desert plot in the 

Botanical Garden, covered with the 

purple blooming of the autumn squill 

(Scilla autumnalis). The autumn squill 

is a Mediterranean species, growing 

naturally on the kurkar (calcareous 

sandstone) hills of the garden.  

This is a small bulb plant (geophyte), 

with a 10 cm high inflorescence stem. 

It blooms twice in the season, to 

increase the probability of reproductive 

success: the first round is on a fixed 

date when the days become shorter, 

responding to the light cue; and the 

second round is after the first effective 

rain, responding to soil humidity as a 

cue. This strategy guarantees seed production at least once, even in cases of drought.  

The unusual flowering timing of the autumn squill, alongside that of a few other 

geophytes, marks the end of summer and the beginning of autumn. The ability to bloom in 

this harsh season is based on good preparation, achieved through acquiring photosynthesis 
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products in the green leaves during the 

previous winter. These metabolites are 

preserved as starch in the bulb and are 

exploited in the autumn.  

The advantage of flowering at this time lies in 

the lack of competitors for the pollinators, due 

to the low number of  flowering species in 

this season. Among these one can find in the 

Botanical Garden the following: small-flowered pancratium (Vagaria parviflorum), 

Urginea undulata and Allium tardiflorum.  

 

Queen of the night 

"Queen of the night" is a common name given to a 

number of plants from the cacti family (Cactaceae), 

which bloom once a year for a single night.   

Selenicereus megalanthus is a cactus originating from 

northern South America. It is a vine plant growing in 

tropical forests. It has very large white flowers with 

multiple stamens. This plant is also known as a 

"yellow pitahaya" – named after its yellow sweet 

fleshy fruit. The genus’s Latin name - Selenicereus, 

means a moon-candle; and indeed the beautiful white 

fragrant flowers appear as if glowing in the dark. They 

are pollinated by bats and are believed to be the largest flowers in the cacti family.  

At the beginning of September we enjoyed a short and spectacular bloom of our "Queen of 

the Night”, growing in the succulent section of the Botanical Garden. We can only wait 

and hope that she will re-appear soon.   

 

Guided tours every last Friday of the month 

We are happy to announce the renewal of our garden tour tradition. On the last Friday of 

every month, a guided tour will be held in the Botanical Garden. The tours will be 

dedicated to the seasonal changes in flowering.     

For further information and registration click Here.   

http://botanic.tau.ac.il/?lang=en

