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A new gate between the gardens! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 11
th

 November 2015 we celebrated an historical moment: an opening was made in the 

wall between the Botanical and the Zoological Gardens and a gate connecting the two 

gardens was installed. The gate is located near the new Root Lab and the gymnosperm 

collection in the Botanical Garden and near the wolf and hyena cages in the Zoological 

Garden. The passage between the gardens was enabled thanks to a generous donation by 

Mrs Lili Peyser, who strongly believes in collaboration. The gate is composed of two 

separate doors, similarly to a "lion gate", and designed to prevent the animals from passing 

between the two gardens. The gate was erected in memory of Sara and Emmanuel Racine, 

and group assembly centers will be constructed on either side of it. The connection 

between the gardens is perfectly expressed by a painting, displayed on the "botanical" side 

and portraying the interaction between plants and animals. The painting was designed and 

executed by the naturalist artist Tuvia Kurtz. While the gate will be used mainly by groups 

visiting the two gardens, it first and foremost symbolizes the connection and cooperation 

between the two.  
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International  Darwin  Day  celebration  

On Friday, 12
th

 February 2016, Nature Campus 

invited the general public to celebrate the 

International Darwin Day. The program included 

a lecture by Prof. David Eilam on the evolution of 

locomotion in vertebrates, an exhibition of 

taxidermied animals accompanied by 

explanations, and tours of the Zoological and 

Botanical gardens. The International Darwin Day 

celebration is part of an effort to promote the 

study of evolution to the general public.   
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The Zoological Garden Newsletter 

 

Environmental enrichment project 

An environmental enrichment project is 

currently being carried out in the Zoological 

Garden. The goal is to enable the animals to 

perform their various natural behaviours and 

thus improve their welfare. The enrichment 

means are simple and don't require much 

preparation, but they have great appeal for the 

animals: cylindrical cardboard boxes containing 

crickets provide enrichment for jungle cats and foxes; 

fresh-cut branches are served as enrichment for the 

Persian fallow deer and wild boar; and honeycomb 

and big plastic "surprise boxes" containing dry leaves 

and an hidden snake slough supply enrichment for the 

honey badger and mongooses. 

Observations carried out immediately after the 

enrichment items were introduced indicate that they 

trigger a lot of interest. For example, the deer were 

clearly excited when given freshly cut orange 

branches with fruit:  they hoisted the branches with 

their antlers, rammed each other, dug at the soil with their antlers and feet,  and consumed 
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 the branches and fruit, leaving little behind; 

and the mongooses and honey badger dug at 

the box and engaged with it for a long time.  

This enrichment project is stage B of a project 

that started last year, led by Aviv Avisar with a 

team of volunteers. In stage A of the project 

various methods of enrichment were tested and 

we are now employing the best methods. Stage B of the project is led by Noga Perry, 

assisted by Afrin Bonshtein and Noam Rudich.    

 

Zoology Department meeting in the Zoological Garden 

At the beginning of January, the members of 

the Zoology Department were invited to the 

Zoological Garden to celebrate the completion 

of renovations on the western trail of the 

garden, including the animal footprints (see 

below) and the new gate between the gardens. 

The meeting started with a short greeting at the 

new assembly area near the new gate, and the 

department members were then invited to visit some of the new research laboratories and 

research areas and to hear explanations of the studies that are being carried out there.  

 

New benches in the garden   

As part of the renovation works on the 

university campus, the concrete and wood 

benches dispersed around the campus have 

been replaced. We received some of them, 

repaired them, and have placed them 

strategically in the garden. Three of them have 

been positioned together in the southern part of the raptor area and form a pleasant 

gathering area, and the others have been dispersed throughout the garden.  
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Animal footprints in the new trail 

In the framework of renovation of the eastern trail we decided to incorporate within the 

trail several animal footprint tracks that tell a story, enabling the visitors to learn about the 

animals from a different perspective. Together with Asaf Ben-David, an animal footprints 

expert who planned and executed the works in situ, including imprinting the tracks, we 

chose the imprints of a porcupine and a honey badger crossing the trail. On another part of 

the trail we allowed the birds moving freely in the garden to walk on the fresh concrete and 

thus obtained their footprints naturally.   

 

Rock hyraxes in the garden  

In mid-February we received a pair of rock hyraxes from 

Dr Lee Koren of Bar Ilan University. The male hyrax, 

Dudu, was captured about three years ago as an adult in 

Arad, and is now about 7-8 years old. The female, Sky, is 

about three years old. Her mother was also captured about 

three years ago in Arad and was pregnant at that time, 

giving birth to Sky about a month later. Over the three 

years that Dudu had lived in Koren's laboratory he had 

become accustomed to the students feeding him and ran to 

them every morning when they came in with his salad. He 

liked to rub against their legs and made high-pitched 

sounds when spotting them in the distance. Sky is a little 

more timid, but has an easygoing personality. 
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The two get along well and were observed mating last summer. Sky was pregnant this year 

with three offspring, but the extremely cold nights about two weeks ago caused her to abort 

just before she came to our garden. We hope that the pair will mate again and that the next 

pregnancy will be more successful.  

The hyraxes can be observed in the cage with the glass front near the goat cage. Their cage 

was specially built for hyraxes several years ago by Daniel Serruya in the framework of his 

M.Sc. study, supervised by Prof. David Eilam. The pair of hyraxes share their cage with a 

pair of sand partridges and Tristram's starlings.   

 

It's Valentine's Day for the amphibians  

It's mid-February and 

our amphibians are in 

the middle of the 

breeding season! The 

Eurasian marsh frogs 

are mating and laying 

eggs. The Middle East 

tree frogs have already 

laid eggs twice, 10 

days apart, and we can 

now see two different 

sizes of tadpoles. The 

European green toads 

have mated 

vigorously, and it was 

nice to observe the 

prominent difference in size and color between male and female. The female laid her eggs 

a few days after beginning mating and the eggs hatched after only three days, perhaps 

because of the unusually high temperatures during those three days.   

In the photos: 1. Marsh frogs mating, with the eggs visible in the lower part of the photo; 2. 

Green toads mating: the male is much smaller than the female and has different colors; 3. 

Tree frog tadpoles; 4. Marsh frog eggs   
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More news from the reptile yard  
 Six new large and spacious terraria in the reptile yard are now home to six species of 

snakes: Eryx jaculus, Spalerosophis diadema, Coluber rhodorachis, Coluber 

jugularis, Elaphe quatuorlineata, and Cerastes cerastes.  

 A pair of Buxton's jirds that were brought to the Zoological Garden as part of the 

'collect and save' mission at Beer Milka gave birth to several young, probably around 

January 20th. Barak Levy, their keeper, provides them with a lot of nesting materials 

for their cage, which are collected by the parents and used as a warm shelter for the 

cubs.  

 In the cold winter months the rodents are given leaves collected from the reptile yard. 

This serves two purposes: keeping the yard clean, and giving the rodents enrichment 

items that serve as a natural heating means. In the winter the rodents receive 

additional protein and fat in their diet (rodent chow and sunflower seeds), to help 

them cope with the cold days.  

 

Zoological Garden newsflash  
 Thirteen Nene goose chicks have 

hatched, none of them suffering from 

leg problems! It seems that the change 

we made to their diet, from a protein 

and fat rich diet to a diet based on 

green vegetation, has solved the 

problem. Most of the chicks have 

already been released onto the main 

lawn, being big enough to cope with 

the seagulls, while the rest are still in 

the cages with their parents.   

 Our old female wolf died 

unexpectedly, and Shosha, the female 

wolf returned to us after several years 

in the Abu Kabir Zoological Garden, 

spends most of her time with the two  
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male wolves. She is still somewhat afraid of them, but pack interactions appear to be 

beginning to form. Shosha has also started to bare her teeth at visitors, a behavior 

indicating that she is starting to feel at home here.  

 The antlers of two of our Persian fallow deer have been shed, the antlers of the other 

two will probably also be shed shortly. The remains of the deformed antler of the 

oldest male continued to shrink until it too was shed, and has not been found. This 

male was isolated because of the aggression directed at him last year by the other 

deer. We hope that he will rejoin them shortly.  

 After the Eurasian eagle-owls were moved last October to a more spacious cage 

(near the northern bald ibis), their previous cage was connected to that of the Pharaoh 

eagle-owls, so now they too have a very spacious cage.  

 The Zoological Garden has adopted the tradition of the Botanical Garden of 

holding Friday guided tours, and now opens its gates to the general public every 

few Fridays. The dates of the tours are published on the Camus Teva website and 

Facebook page, and on the Zoological Garden website. The profits from these tours 

are dedicated to improving animal welfare in the garden.  

 The male Houbara bustard is courtship dancing again… 
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The Botanical Garden Newsletter 

 

Irises under investigation 

Oncocyclus irises comprise a unique group of flowers that are now starting to bloom in the 

Botanical Garden. This group includes irises such as Iris atropurpurea, Iris mariae and Iris 

lortetii – which are characterized by exceptionally large flowers. 

Oncocyclus irises are used as a model system, in the lab of Dr Yuval Sapir, Director of the 

TAU Botanical Garden, to study the first steps of speciation.  The study seeks to determine 

whether pollen is transferred between different species of irises, and what are the 

mechanisms that may influence speciation. The experiments take place in the flowerbeds, 

in the 'Temple of Irises' (special net house), and in the research grounds of the Botanical 

Garden. Further synthesis and analysis are performed in the Botanical Garden's molecular 

lab.    
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You can enjoy the irises’ magnificent blossom in the 

following locations: a terrace to the left of the main gate; 

in the coastal dune vegetation plot; and from a distance 

in the beautiful 'Temple of Irises' (located in the research 

grounds opposite the entrance to the tropical house).        

 

An international workshop to assess the 

extinction risk of Mediterranean plants 

In early February, a workshop held by the International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) took place 

in Athens, Greece. Expert botanists from all across the 

East Mediterranean countries participated in the workshop, assessing the extinction risk of 

monocot plant species from the Mediterranean climate region. The workshop was part of a 

large project, aimed at assessing all the monocot species around the Mediterranean sea, 

parallel to the western Mediterranean and North-African Mediterranean regions. The Tel 

Aviv University Botanical Garden was represented by its director, Dr Yuval Sapir, together 

with Dr Ori Fragman-Sapir from the Jerusalem Botanical Garden. The working group 

focusing on Middle-Eastern plants included botanists from Jordan, Palestine, and Lebanon. 

About 200 plant species were assessed in a five-day working session, each plant according 

to the IUCN criteria, and assigned to a risk category (http://www.iucnredlist.org) 

As an example, Iris atropurpurea, an Israeli coastal endemic, was assessed as "Critically 

Endangered", the highest category of risk, only one step before extinction. This is mainly 

due to its restricted area of occurrence and the severe reduction of its populations following 

the massive urbanization along the 

coastal plain of Israel.  

These risk assessments provide the 

guidelines for the Botanical Garden’s 

prioritizing of endangered plants, 

growing them in the garden in an 

attempt to preserve the genetic 

diversity of the plants and their global 

biodiversity. 
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The trees are celebrating 

Just in time for Tu BiShvat the almond tree 

(Amygdalus communis, common almond, 

"shkedia") has begun to flower in the 

Mediterranean maquis section. The almond tree 

sheds its leaves in early autumn and blooms in 

mid-winter. The blooming precedes leaf 

emergence and clothes the naked branches in 

lovely white-pink flowers. The flowering process 

begins after the tree has met its chilling 

requirements, and usually lasts till March.  

There are three other almond species in Israel: A. 

korschinskii, A. ramonensis, and A. Arabica. The 

latter two are very rare species and their distribution in Israel is limited. The Botanical 

Garden used to have all four almond species in its plant collection, but unfortunately we no 

longer have A. Arabica. The flowering common almond (A. communis) can be seen near 

the office building in the garden.  
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The cyclamen's hidden pollinators 

The Persian cyclamen (Cyclamen persicum) is one of 

the best known and most beloved plants in Israel. 

Cyclamens are currently blooming all over the 

garden, mainly in rockeries. The genus Cyclamen 

contains 23 species, most of which occur in Europe 

and around the Mediterranean basin. Only two of 

them can be found in Israel – the Persian cyclamen is 

common mainly in the Mediterranean habitats, while 

the round-leaved cyclamen (Cyclamen coum), a rare 

species, occurs in a few populations in the Upper 

Galilee and the northern Golan Heights. The flower 

has a unique structure, appearing to be upside down, 

with its petals folded backwards, the flower center 

pointing down, and the reproduction organs hidden in 

a tubular structure at its lowest tip. This structure 

protects the delicate stigma and stamens from the 

rain, as the cyclamen blooms during the rainy winter 

time. Similarly shaped flowers, including other 

Cyclamen species, are usually pollinated by large 

bees, performing "buzz pollination"- an intentional 

buzzing that shakes the lower parts of the flower and 

causes pollen release. Surprisingly, a study conducted 

at the Department of Plant Science by Racheli 

Schwartz-Zahor and Prof. Dan Eisikowitch, has 

revealed the existence of several other pollinators of the Persian cyclamen in Israel. The 

most important of these are the few species of golden tiny moth, only a few millimeters 

long, of the genus Micropterix. These moths belong to an ancient group of moths that 

consume pollen, and are considered to be “living fossils” – a group of which most of its 

members have long been extinct.  The moths enter the flower tube in order to consume the 

pollen and thus transfer it from one flower to another. Now is the perfect time to enjoy the 

cyclamen blooming in the garden, and to try to spot the golden tiny moths flying nearby. 
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