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The Zoological Garden Newsletter 

 

Four new vultures in the Zoological Garden  

As part of the Israel Nature and Parks 

Authority project to rehabilitate the 

griffon vulture population in Israel, we 

received four young vultures from Spain. 

Our new residents arrived at the end of 

February and are now in a spacious cage 

near that of our pair of vultures that have 

been living here for some years now.  

Before the new vultures' arrival we 

installed large nesting boards in their cage.  The boards are composed of wooden poles, 

with narrow gaps between them in order to enable ventilation at the bottom of the cage and 

prevent humidity. At the far end of the board we placed a wider pole to prevent the twigs 

from falling off the board and to serve as a curved perch. The boards are not connected to 

the ground, thus 

maximizing the 

size of the cage 

and making it 

easier to clean.  
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Our old vulture pair is also providing us with news: at the end 

of February the female laid an egg, which was transferred to 

the national incubation center at the Jerusalem Biblical Zoo. 

The egg was incubated and it hatched at the beginning of 

April. Two weeks after the first egg was hatched, our pair laid 

another egg. The second egg will also be incubated in the 

incubation center, with the hope that the pair will then lay a 

third egg.  

 

Blood donation for badger cubs in the wildlife hospital  

At the end of March, two orphan badger 

cubs, about six weeks old, were brought to 

the wildlife hospital that is run by the Ramat 

Gan Safari Park and the Israel Nature and 

Parks Authority. The cubs were found in a 

drainage tube at Kibbutz Gesher HaZiv and 

were transferred to the hospital following 

consultation. They were in poor shape, 

suffering from anaemia and in need of a 

blood donation. Our Zoological Garden was happy to help: our own badger was 

anesthetized and a unit of blood was taken from her in order to treat the cubs. Now in the 

wildlife hospital, the cubs are about to undergo several months of rehabilitation, with the 

hope of releasing them – independent and healthy – back to nature.  
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A new research system to study vocal 

communication in the monk parakeet 

A new research system is being built in the 

northern part of the Zoological Garden, near the 

invasive birds' cage. The new cage will be 

inhabited by a colony of monk parakeets. The 

birds will have GPS devices and microphones 

attached to them and will be able to exit and 

enter the cage at will.  This research is part of 

Yonatan Wischnitzer’s PhD study. Yonatan is 

studying animal synchronized movement under the supervision of Dr Yossi Yovel from the 

Department of Zoology.  

The monk parakeet is an invasive species in Israel and it feeds on a variety of seeds and 

fruits, with the consequent high potential to cause significant damage to agriculture, as 

already found in the case of the rose-ringed parakeet. The present study is carried out in 

cooperation with the Israel Nature and Parks Authority, in order to expand our knowledge 

of this species and enable us to mitigate potential future damage by the monk parakeet. 

 

Virtual map on the Zoological Garden website   

The garden map on the Zoological Garden website 

in now a virtual map: clicking on an animal figure 

or cage opens a floating info card. From the info 

card it is possible to go to the species website 

page and learn more. Clicking on the name of an 

animal group opens the relevant page of the 

website.  

You are most welcome to browse the website and 

wander around the garden using the virtual map: 

zoo.tau.ac.il.  
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Dismantling the concrete wall  

As part of the Zoological Garden masterplan we have started to dismantle the concrete wall 

that encloses the garden from its eastern side. So far, the area has been cleaned and is being 

planned to serve various needs of the garden. 

 

Zoological Garden newsflash  

 Two jungle cats born at the zoo were 

handed over to Moshe Alpert at Kibbutz 

Afikim.  Moshe is planning to use them 

in a film he is making and then to keep 

them in the kibbutz mini-zoo.  

 

 Spring is here and the breeding season 

is at a peak:  the gulls are nesting on the grass, the greylag geese in hidden corners, 

the cattle egrets, little egrets and the glossy ibises on the trees, and the hens – just 

about everywhere!  
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 The deer are growing their 

antlers again, in preparation 

for the next breeding 

season. As one can see in 

the photograph, one of the 

antlers of our oldest deer 

(the one sitting on the left) 

is barely growing. This is 

the antler whose growth was 

distorted last year as a result 

of a severe injury to the deer. It seems that this year this antler will not grow at all.  

 

 As part of the efforts being 

made to increase the 

Zoological Garden’s 

accessibility, we have 

removed the thick 

vegetation that was 

separating the kestrels’ 

cages from the walking 

trail. Now the kestrels can 

be seen much more easily.  

 

  The Buxton's jirds that were captured last summer as part of the 'collect and save' 

mission at Beer Milka have given birth again… 
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The Botanical Garden Newsletter 

 

Current research projects in the Botanical Garden: 

As a research center the Botanical Garden is involved in diverse studies of the plant world, 

such as various aspects of agriculture, climate change, the evolution of flowers, plant-

animal interactions etc... The research grounds are located along the eastern border of the 

garden, above the Ayalon Highway. Additional research facilities are located in the office 

building and the botanical exhibitions are also used for research. Two of the interesting 

studies on crop plants that are currently being conducted in the research plots are described 

here.     

  

The effect of endophytic fungi on wheat, conducted by Prof. Amir Sharon (Institute 

for Cereal Crop Improvement) 

 Plants contain microorganisms, such as 

bacteria and fungi. Some of these 

microorganisms (called endophytes) 

have various effects on plant 

development. In the framework of this 

study a variety of endophytic fungi in 

wild cereals have been isolated and 

identified. From the variety of species 

identified, two were  
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chosen and transferred into wheat plants. Nursery experiments revealed that the endophytic 

fungi had a positive effect on the plants' resistance to drought and salinity stress. The aim 

of these experiments in the Botanical Garden was to examine the effect of the two 

endophyte species on the development of the wheat plant in its vegetative and reproductive 

states, under field conditions. 

 

The effect of sowing date and nutrient level on the growth of Eragrostis tef, conducted 

by Metiku Teshla (supervisor of the succulent collection) 

The cereal Eragrostis tef is a major component in the everyday diet of people of Ethiopian 

origin in Israel. Despite the tiny size of its seeds, they are rich in calcium and protein and 

lack gluten. So far, attempts at the commercial growth of Tef in Israel have been 

unsuccessful, even though it grows spontaneously and is widespread in Israel. The aim of 

the study conducted in the Botanical Garden was to examine the effect of sowing date and 

type of soil on the growth and yield of Tef. 

Tef seedlings that had germinated at the beginning of March 2016 can now be seen in the 

research plots. The study began about three years ago, but unfortunately the first crop was 

destroyed by jackals just a few days before its planned harvest. The Tef field is apparently 

a favorite wallowing ground of the jackal population that visits the garden at night. The Tef 

plot is now fenced and protected from unwanted visitors and the results so far suggest that 

the yield is affected by sowing date. 
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March to Plant 

In mid-March the Botanical Garden's volunteers, led by the curator, assisted with the 

planting of new species in the desert and heavy soils sections, both part of the Israeli flora  

collection of the Garden. Seedlings of Verbascum fruticulosum, Salvia aegyptiaca, Salsola 

vermiculata and Blepharis attenuata were planted in the desert plot. These species  

are perennial plants displaying various adaptations to the harsh conditions of their desert 

habitat. 

The heavy soils plot represents areas with deep and clayey soils. Such soils are highly 

suitable for agriculture and most such areas have thus been cultivated and the plant species 

typical to this habitat have consequently become almost extinct. Three species from the 

"Red List" of endangered species have been planted in the heavy soils plot: Astragalus 

oocephalus, Lathyrus lentiformis and Vicia basaltica - all three are legumes 

(Leguminosae). The Tel-Aviv University Botanical Garden, in its capacity as a refuge for 

the conservation of endangered plant species, features more than half of Israel's "Red" 

species.   
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Renovation in progress  

Renovation of the Sara Racine Root-Research 

Laboratory will commence in the coming month. 

The laboratory, named in honor of Sara Racine, 

was built in 1992 with the purpose of studying 

and observing whole root systems without 

damaging them. This unique aeroponic facility, 

the only one in the world, as far as we know, 

carries out numerous studies in collaboration with 

many research institutes, and on a range of plants: 

trees, ornamentals, and agricultural.  Around the 

Root Laboratory building a group gathering center 

is being built, incorporating the new gate 

connecting the Botanical Garden with the Zoological Garden, as noted in a previous 

newsletter.       

 

Citrus 

Citrus is a genus in the Rutaceae 

family, and a common term for several 

edible fruit belonging to this genus. The 

fruit is a hesperidium - a specialized 

berry, unique to this family. The inner 

edible part of the fruit is segmented, 

filled with juice vesicles ("pulp"). 

Recent studies have demonstrated that 

only three of the citrus crops are true species, from the botanical point of view:   pomelo 

(Citrus maxima), mandarin (Citrus reticulate), and citron (Citrus medica), originally from 

south-east Asia.  

The citron (called etrog in Hebrew), traditionally one of the four species used ritually at 

Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles), was probably the first citrus introduced into our region, 

during the Persian period (fifth to fourth centuries BCE). The earliest evidence of its 

appearance in the southern Levant was found recently by Dr. Dafna Langgut from the 
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Institute of Archaeology at Tel Aviv University. This tree apparently did not grow in our 

area during the Iron Age (the biblical period), and the association between the citron and 

the ‘fruit of the goodly tree’ (Leviticus 23:40), was made much later. All other citrus crops 

(orange, lemon, grapefruit, etc.) are hybrids of these species; a few are natural hybrids but 

most of them are the result of intentional hybridization. 

Citrus fruit have been an important crop in Israel since the mid-19th century, mostly grown 

along the coastal plane, on “hamra” - red sandy loam soil, and “Jaffa Oranges” are still a 

well-known brand world-wide. Citrus growing in Israel has declined in the last few 

decades, as a result of several factors, such as restricted water use, which has led to a rise 

in water prices, and the subsequent conversion of orchards into new urban areas, etc.  

The citrus trees are currently in bloom and ripening their fruits in the little orchard plot in 

the Garden, and you are welcome to come and take a look. 
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