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The Zoological Garden Newsletter 

 

Summer on the lawn 

 We are already in mid-summer – hot and dry, and 

there is no exciting news to report from the main 

lawn of the Zoological Garden.  The reproduction 

season is long over, ending with the departure of 

the yellow-legged gulls. We believe they'll return 

in the winter, as they do every year.  

 

 Two of the three Syrian woodpecker chicks, which 

came to us at the end of April while still very 

young and were dedicatedly cared for by our 

keepers in the Garden, have survived. They have 

been transferred to their new home: the western 

cage, partly glass and partly netting, in the building 

housing the bat display. They share their cage with 

the Caucasian squirrels. One of the maturing chicks 

has remained very friendly, taking food from the 

keeper’s hand. 

 

 We continue to receive updates regarding the pregnant gazelles that we transferred to 

the gazelle valley:  one of them has given birth to a fawn and the other – to twins; 

quite a rare event in this species of gazelle.  
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The Persian fallow deer antlers 

The growth rate of deer antlers is the fastest in 

the animal world:  the cell division and growth 

rate of the antler's cells are similar to those of 

cancer. The growth process of the antler is 

under hormonal control, and the antler ceases 

to grow at the beginning of the reproduction 

season, with the rise in the level of 

testosterone. At this stage begins the peeling 

phase of the ‘velvet’ – the highly vascular skin 

that covers the antler.  During the peeling 

phase the deer rubs its antlers against anything 

it can reach – trees, posts, fences, and within 

two to three days the antler bone is bare and 

exposed. Now the animals’ behaviour changes:  

the males become aggressive and begin to 

challenge one another.  The ‘velvet’ of our 

deer rubbed off two weeks ago, but their 

aggressive encounters are purely symbolic, as 

there are no females over which to compete. 

 

The ‘velvet’ on our adult male’s antlers (the 

one with the distorted antler), has already 

disappeared too, and he was observed rubbing 

away at both antlers equally. The distorted 

antler has become club-shaped and the deer 

uses it in its fights with other males just as if it 

were an ordinary antler. We are now waiting 

for the antler to shed and we shall then transfer 

it to the museum.  It will be interesting to follow  

up and see how the two new antlers develop next year. 
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It seems that the decision to wait and see how the antler would develop and whether it 

would disturb the deer – proved to be the right one. At a certain stage in the growth process 

the deer was anaesthetised and the antler was closely examined in order to ensure that there 

was no hidden inflammation.  When we saw that all appeared to be growing normally, we 

let nature take its course. 

 

 

The ‘collect and save’ mission at Beer Milka 

Just before the sand dunes between Beer Milka 

and Kadesh Barnea, which are home to many 

species of animals, are to be converted to 

agricultural land, we received permission from 

the Nature and Parks Authority to collect 

animals inhabiting the area.  The collection was 

carried out in mid-June and the beginning of 

July. The animals were collected, measured, 

their details documented and they were 

transported to the Zoological Garden. 

Among the many species collected during the 2-day period and transferred to the Garden 

were: desert horned viper (Cerastes cerastes), Sahara sand viper (Cerastes vipera),  



  Tel Aviv University  Gardens Newsletter, July-August 2015 

 Nature Campus   Daphna Lev, Dr. Ron Elazari, Tal Levanony, Kineret Manevich 
   

 

 
 

 

diademed sand snake (Lytorhynchus diadema),  spotted desert racer (Platyceps rogersi), 

diadem snake (Spalerosophis diadema), wedge-snouted skink (Chalcides sepsoides), 

sandfish skink (Scincus scincus), fan-fingered gecko (Ptyodactylus guttatus), Anderson’s 

short-fingered gecko (Stenodactylus petrii), elegant gecko (Stenodactylus sthenodactylus), 

Egyptian fringe-fingered lizard (Acanthodactylus aegyptius), Bosk's fringe-fingered 

lizard (Acanthodactylus boskianus), Nidua fringe-fingered lizard (Acanthodactylus 

scutellatus),  Common chameleon (Chamaeleo chamaeleon), lesser Egyptian jerboa 

(Jaculus jaculus), Buxton's Jird (Meriones sacramenti), Wagner's gerbil (Gerbillus 

dasyurus), Anderson's gerbil (Gerbillus allenbyi) and pygmy gerbil (Gerbillus henleyi). 

You are invited to visit our new residents in their new home in the reptile yard at the 

Zoological Garden.  

Taking part in the collection were:  Oren Auster, Alex Slavenko, Erez Maza, Daniel 

Berkowic, Yafit Brenner, Noa Truskanov, Simon Jamison, Eran Amichai, Karin Tamar, 

Ron Elazari and his two children, Razi Hoffman, Rachel Schwarz, Shai Meiri, Snir Halle, 

David Groenewoud and Oliver Tallowin.  
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The Botanical Garden Newsletter 

 

 

Ceremony inaugurating the 

open classroom in memory of 

the Dolhinov community 

Last month (June 2015) we celebrated an 

inauguration ceremony of the Dolhinov 

open classroom. The classroom is under 

the large Oriental plane tree (Palatanus 

orientalis), in front of the research root 

laboratory in the Botanical Garden. The 

open classroom is dedicated to the 

memory of the Jewish community of 

Dolhinov (Belarus), persecuted and 

murdered by the Nazis and their 

collaborators between March to May 

1942. The open classroom was built 

thanks to the generous donation of the 

survivors and their descendants, led 

by Mr. Leon Rubin. The open 

classroom aims to host groups and visitors to the botanical garden, and consists of 

decorated benches under the shade of one of the largest trees in the garden. 
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On June 15, 2015, the inauguration was held, together with the annual commemoration 

ceremony for the community. Tel-Aviv University president, Prof. Joseph Klafter, attended 

the ceremony, alongside many of the second and third generations of the survivors.  

Dolhinov is a town in Eastern Poland (today in Belarus). At the outbreak of World War 

Two there were 3,000 Jews living there, constituting half the population of the town.  In 

July 1941, the Germans occupied Dolhinov and began the systematic murder of the Jews 

and the looting of their property. Part of the Jewish community managed to flee to the 

forests and joined a group of Soviet Partisans. They escaped to beyond the enemy lines and 

after suffering many hardships were eventually rescued. In recent years members of the 

community have searched for a suitable project to erect a green and living site as a 

memorial to the community. The architect Dan Price and Prof. Colin Price, both of Tel 

Aviv University and sons of survivors, contacted the Botanical Garden and promoted the 

idea of the Dolhinov open classroom to materialize a live monument to the community.   

You are all invited! 

 

Tree orthopaedics  

The Oriental plane tree (Platanus orientalis) is a tall, 

fast-growing tree, found growing alongside perennial 

streams in the Upper Galilee, the Hula Valley and the 

Golan Heights; a few trees can also be found alongside 

the Dolev stream in Samaria. The Oriental plane tree is 

listed in the Red Data Book of rare and endangered 

plants in Israel, it is protected by law and threatened by 

habitat degradation and overexploitation.  Alongside 

one of the pools in the Botanical Garden grows an 

impressively beautiful Oriental Plane, 15 m high and 

approximately 40 years old.  For some time now the 

tree has suffered from infection and trunk rot, and there 

was a concern that branches might collapse. In order to 

reduce potential risks, an orthopaedic treatment was 

performed by a specialist, Dror Lazarovitz.  

The treatment included mechanical supports for the main branches and trunk: support 

posts, cables and galvanised metal screws. 
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An additional treatment included 

cleaning the rotting areas and applying 

pruning paint to prevent penetration by 

fungi or pests, and to reduce the risk of 

similar damage in the future. We hope to 

enjoy the shade of this beautiful tree for 

many years to come. 

 

The humped bladderwort – the gentle predator 

The delicate humped bladderwort 

(Utricularia gibba) is currently blooming 

in the pool beneath the entrance bridge to 

the tropical greenhouse, among the water 

lily (Nymphaea) plants. It features a 

small, delicate, insect-pollinated yellow 

flower protruding a few centimetres 

above the water surface. However, its 

more interesting parts are hidden beneath 

the water surface. The delicate 

bladderwort is a submerged plant that 

floats on the water and is not anchored to 

the substrate, inhabiting standing water 

pools or those with a slow flow, with low 

nutrient availability (mainly nitrogen). Its 

green leaves are divided into slender 

leaflets that perform photosynthesis. 

Some of its leaflets develop to create 

bladder-like organs that trap minute 

invertebrates swimming in the water.  The trap creates a suction effect generated by 

negative pressure. Special hairs inside the bladder constantly pump out water, creating a 

negative pressure inside the bladder. A one-directional door, which opens to the inside, 

covers this chamber and around it are touch-sensitive hairs.  When a tiny prey such as a 
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water flea (Daphnia) touches the trigger hairs, the door opens inward and powerfully 

suctions in the prey together with the water, and then immediately closes. It is the fastest 

movement in the plant world. 

There are over 200 species of bladderwort in the world and two of them in Israel.  The 

aquatic bladderwort (Utricularia australis) became extinct here in the 1940s, while 

Utricularia gibba is found episodically, occasionally appearing in various water pools, but 

doesn’t maintain a viable long-term population. The plants in our garden were collected in 

the 1990s from the Gonen Meadow Nature Reserve in the Hula Valley. These two species 

have a vast world distribution. However, overexploitation of water sources and wetland 

degradation threaten them with extinction in Israel as well as the neighbouring 

Mediterranean countries.   

In our Botanical Garden we have two additional species:  Utricularia sandersonii, a South-

African species, and Utricularia livida, which grows in Central and West Africa, and is 

currently blooming with white flowers. Neither are free- floating but grow on muddy 

substrate, and they can be found in the Dafna Carasso tropical greenhouse. 

 

On mosquitoes, microbes, plants and urban myths 

Mosquitoes are a problematic nuisance in summer in Israel. 

They reproduce in summer in any standing water source, 

laying their eggs in or near the water, and their emerging 

larvae develop in the water.  The adult mosquitoes fly and 

imbibe flower nectar, but the females require a supply of 

protein-rich blood in order to lay their eggs, and so they bite!  

In addition to Culex pipiens and other local mosquito 

species, a little more than a decade ago our region was 

invaded by a new species – the Asian tiger mosquito (Aedes 

albopictus). This mosquito is able to reproduce in even the 

shallowest of standing water, and the adults are partially 

diurnal, making them a particularly troublesome pest.  These 

mosquitoes, unfortunately, have also not ignored our 

Garden, which is rich in pools and irrigation pipes.  
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In the last 18 months we have been making an intense effort to treat the problem.  Most of 

the large pools in the Garden contain fish, which eat the mosquito larvae, but we have 

found that this in itself is not enough. First, we made a great effort (and still are) to locate 

and dry up unnecessary water sources. Second, we regularly spray every water source in 

the Garden with a selective biological control agent called Bti, more commonly known by 

its commercial name Lossquito (Bactush, Biotush).  This material is a toxin produced by 

the bacteria Bacillus thuringiensis israelensis, which specifically targets only mosquito and 

fly larvae and breaks down biologically. In contrast to the majority of common mosquito 

control agents, it does not affect the mosquito larva’s natural enemies (mainly fish, frogs, 

toads and predatory insects).  The bacteria were discovered in Israel in the 1970s by Prof. 

Yoel Margalit, from Ben-Gurion University, in puddles in HaBesor stream. 

The material, sprayed on the water, is consumed by the mosquito larvae, which feed on the 

organic materials in the water. It damages their digestive system and leads to their death.  

The treatment is continuous and must be repeated weekly, as the material sinks in the water 

and is then less effective. Unfortunately, there is no magical solution to the problem and 

the mosquitoes do not disappear overnight. There are currently fewer mosquitoes in the 

Garden than in previous years and the difference is clearly felt, but the fight goes on and 

will continue to do so. As long as the temperature remains high enough to enable 

reproduction, we continue to spray in order to prevent development of the next generation. 

 

And what about mosquito-repelling plants?  

Many plants produce secondary metabolites that 

repel insects, and some of these materials are 

utilised by us humans. We recently received the 

Plectranthus madagascariensis plant, which 

features a variety of aromatic leaves of the mint 

family (Lamiaceae). Its natural habitat is in 

South Africa, Madagascar and the adjacent islands, and it is a close relative of the 

Solenostemon genus, whose species are common in Israeli gardens. In the Botanical 

Garden it grows in the tropical greenhouse.  Recently it has become common to claim that 

Plectranthus repels mosquitoes, and that planting it in the yard and even in a pot on the 

windowsill will prevent the mosquitoes from entering the house; sadly, however, this is an 

urban myth. The plant contains volatile secondary metabolites, like many other members 
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of its family (such as sage and rosemary), but no reliable comparative research has been 

carried out to date that has demonstrated that this plant, or the materials produced from it, 

is effective as a mosquito repellent.  However, the essential oil found and refined from the 

seeds or leaves of close relatives of the plant – Plectranthus marrubioides and 

Plectranthus incanus, at a far higher concentration than that existing in the plant itself, has 

indeed been found effective in repelling mosquitoes under laboratory conditions. The 

research into these materials is in its early days and they are not yet marketed as mosquito 

repellents – perhaps in the future.  In any case, it is clear that it is not enough to plant this 

species close to the house in order to repel mosquitoes – the materials are released only 

when the leaves are injured or by crushing the seeds, and even then their concentration is 

too low to provide any real defence; but the legends linked to the name of this plant 

undoubtedly constitute an excellent marketing strategy.   

 

So – what plant materials really work?  There are 

some species of plants with proven effectiveness in 

repelling mosquitoes. According to the most current 

recommendations of the U.S. Centre for Disease 

Control (the CDC) followed by the Israeli Ministry 

of Health, there is one plant-source essential oil that 

has a proven long-term effectiveness in repelling 

mosquitoes, and is therefore recommended for use 

even in areas plagued by malaria and other 

mosquito-borne diseases.  This essential oil is 

produced from the lemon eucalyptus (Corymbia 

citriodora) – a tall tree with a white bark and leaves 

producing a pleasant lemony scent, found in our 

Australian plant collection. The main active material 

in the oil is citronellal (also called citriodiol or OLE).  

The refined and concentrated eucalyptus oil confers 

hours of protection, similar to that obtained from protective products containing DEET, a 

common chemical mosquito repellent but of some toxicity to humans.   
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An additional plant used as a mosquito repellent is lemon grass (Cymbopogon citratus), of 

the true grasses family (Poaceae), whose origin is in South-East Asia.  It is a familiar spice 

in cooking and infusions and is grown in beds in our spice garden. From another close 

relative, Cymbopogon nardus, the essential 

oil called citronella is produced, which also 

repels mosquitoes.  This material, however, is 

far less effective than the citrus eucalyptus 

oil, retaining its potency for only about 30 

minutes. Other plants with lower effectivity 

or whose effectivity has not been proven are 

the rose geranium (Pelargonium graveolens), 

rosemary and mint.  

 

It is important to stress that no plant exists (or has been discovered to date), which by 

placing on a windowsill will prevent mosquitoes from entering the house.  So – 

nonetheless – how can we really stop them?  There is actually a very simple solution, 

effective and non-toxic – install netting on the windows.  May we all have a pleasant, 

mosquito-bite-free summer! 

 

Note:  We shall shortly be publishing a calendar for the coming year, featuring water 

plants in the Botanical Garden.  Further details will be posted shortly on the Botanical 

Garden website. 

  

 

  

 

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