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The Zoological Garden Newsletter 

 

Improving animal welfare in the Zoological Garden 

On 6.6.16  an operation was carried out by the Zoology Department to improve our animal 

welfare and our visitors' experience. Department members volunteered to help and various 

laboratories "adopted" a specific cage or an area of the garden.  
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As part of the operation a variety of works was carried out in the animal cages: an 

additional shelter was built in the porcupines' cage, wooden logs were introduced into 

cages as enrichment items, the vegetation in the cages was cleaned, various cages in the 

reptile and rodent yard were cleaned, and more. Additionally, work was carried out to 

improve the garden's appearance: part of the vegetation throughout the garden was thinned 

out or removed, camphor weeds (an invasive plant species) were uprooted, several cages 

were painted and their concrete fronts decorated, etc.  

We would like to all thank those who worked so hard on that very hot day, under the 

burning sun and in dark cages. Thanks to your efforts, both our animals and our 

visitors now feel much better in the garden.   

On the Zoological Garden website you can find additional photos from that day.  

 

An adopted vulture chick  

In the previous edition of Gardens News we 

announced that the female of our old 

griffon vulture pair had laid an egg at the 

end of February. The egg was transferred to 

the national incubation center for Israeli 

birds of prey at the Jerusalem Biblical Zoo. 

The female then laid a second egg, which 

was also transferred to the incubation 

center. To replace the fertile egg the pair 

received a dummy egg for incubation. On 

6.5.16 the dummy egg was removed and a 

young vulture chick, four days old, was 

introduced into the nest. It was very 

exciting to watch how the female vulture 

immediately approached the chick and started to tend to it and feed it.  

The story of this vulture chick is part of the saga of the endless and cooperative efforts 

being carried out to strengthen the vulture population in Israel. The chick's parents, 

suffering from rickets, were collected by the Israel Nature and Parks Authority in the year 

2000. The pair were restored to health and in the past few years have been living at the  
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feeding station of Hai-Bar Carmel, operated by the Israel Nature and Parks Authority, 

where they serve as a breeding pair and as a means to attract other vultures to the feeding 

station. The egg that was laid in their nest this year was also relocated to the incubation 

center at the Jerusalem Biblical Zoo and the chick that hatched from it was then transferred 

to our Garden.  

 

White-eyed gull – the official bird of Eilat in our Garden!  

In the "Official Bird of Eilat" 

competition that took place in June 

as part of a project carried out by the 

Eilat Bird-Watching Park, the Eilat 

municipality, and the city's 

environmental unit, the white-eyed 

gull (Larus leucophthalmus) won 

the title. This species of gull breeds 

only in the area of the Red Sea and 

the Gulf of Aden, and every year several gulls arrive in Eilat, the only place in Israel that 

this gull can be seen in nature.  

The breeding colony of the white-eyed gull in the Zoological Garden is about 30 years old 

and originated from Tiran Island. Today we have about 30 gulls – a bit too crowded, so it 

was decided to reduce the population in the cage. The white-eyed gull is a social bird that  
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creates small stable groups and pairs, so we needed to study the social relations in the 

colony before removing individual gulls. In order to understand these social relations, all 

the gulls were ringed using large, conspicuous leg rings, enabling us to identify individual 

gulls from a distance. In the coming breeding season, this July, volunteers, with the help of 

the Garden's staff, will observe the gulls and their social relationships in the colony.  

 

Ringing yellow-legged gulls 

The yellow-legged gull (Larus michahellis) breeds along the shores of Israel. Its largest 

breeding colonies are on Nachlieli Island at Rosh Hanikra, Pigeons Island at Maagan 

Michael, and in our Zoological Garden. Since 2010, Amir Ben Dov has been studying the 

gulls in the Garden, their breeding extent and success. The study employs large and 

conspicuous leg rings that enable the individual identification of each gull from a great 

distance.  
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The chicks that were hatched this year on our lawn were ringed in mid-May and the 

beginning of June. This year saw a peak number of incubations (19) but not a peak number 

of chicks, as survival rates were not particularly high.   

This year, as in previous years, several yellow-legged gulls nested in the Maoz Aviv 

neighborhood in Tel Aviv. One of the males that bred there this year was ringed four years 

ago as a fledgling in the Zoological Garden and today is a father of three! According to 

Amir, we can now, for the first time, start making a sort of family tree.  

 

In the photo: An adult yellow-

legged gull feeding a ringed 

chick. Examining the chic�ks 

regurgitated food revealed 

that the adults bring back the 

food from the Mediterranean 

Sea. 

Photo: Amir Ben Dov 

 

 

 

The Zoological Garden has an English website! 

We are happy to 

announce that the 

Zoological Garden 

Hebrew website has 

been translated into 

English and is now 

online.  

You are invited to visit 

the website and refer to 

it other English-speakers 

who are interested in the 

Garden and the many 

fascinating things that take place here.  
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Zoological Garden newsflash  

 This year, for the first time in 

many years, a pair of Squacco 

herons are nesting in the garden. 

It is possible that thinning out 

the egrets' nests, recently carried 

out in the garden, has enabled 

the pair of Squacco herons to 

make their nest here.  

 

 The breeding season is now at 

its peak: cattle egrets, little 

egrets, and glossy ibises are nesting on the trees; juvenile yellow-legged gulls are to 

be seen everywhere; hen chicks are still following their mothers; spur-winged 

plovers are nesting on the main lawn; and the sounds of the storks' clacking beaks 

can be heard throughout the garden.     
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The Botanical Garden Newsletter 

 

Constructions works at the Botanical Garden 

 Constructions at the Entrance 

Construction work along the garden.s circula r

path began during the Passover holiday and is 

expected to be completed by the end of June. 

These activities are part of the Steinhardt 

National Collections of Natural History building 

construction, neighboring the Botanical Garden. 

 

 The Root Laboratory building is ready!  

We are happy to announce that the renovation 

work on the Sara Racine Root-Research 

Laboratory building has been 

completed. The foliage-like color of 

the building reflects the trees around 

it and was chosen by the architect 

Yoram Raz to emphasize the 

uniqueness of this laboratory. Our 

gardener team is now working to 

restore the flower beds underneath 

the building, which had suffered severely during the renovation.     
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 Closed for construction  

The Tropical House is temporarily closed due to repairs taking place in the western 

part of the greenhouse. The tropical collection outside the building is open to 

visitors, and you are welcome to enjoy the spectacular blossoming of the water 

plants in the pond.   

 

Conservation of water plant seeds 

The wetland section of the Israeli flora 

collection is in bloom and thriving! 

The wetlands in Israel constitute a unique 

habitat due to the availability of water almost 

year-round, making it possible for plants to 

flower even during the hot and arid season 

when most other plants wilt.  

Many wetland plants in Israel have become endangered due to over-exploitation, pollution, 

and destruction of their habitats. The Tel-Aviv University Botanical Garden is working to 

conserve populations of several wetland plant species and return them to the habitats from 

which they have disappeared.  
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This year we were asked by the Israeli plant gene bank to collect seeds of water plants, in 

order to study different methods of preservation. The gene bank activity focuses on the 

collection and preservation of populations of wild plant species with agricultural or 

economic potential, as well as on rare or endangered plant species. 

The photo shows the fruit of Nuphar lutea (yellow water-lily), covered with a special bag 

made of fine mesh. N. lutea is a submerged water plant, found in the Nuphar lutea pond 

("Brikhat Ha'Nupharim") at the Yarkon river source. Similarly to other water plants 

N. lutea blooms above the water surface, but its fruits ripen under the water. Seed dispersal 

occurs after the fruit disconnects from the mother plant, floats, cracks open, and spreads its 

seeds across the water surface. The mesh bags covering the fruits will prevent seed 

dispersal, without disturbing the ripening process. 
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Pleasant findings at the desert plot  

We have been working recently on the precise mapping and identification of the species in 

the garden, many of which were planted years ago. During this project we often  

”rediscove“r plants whose existence in the garden we weren't aware of, or which had been 

considered to have died years ago. Recently, when weeding and opening up the desert 

plots, we found several nice big shrubs of fringed Calligonum (Calligonum comosum), a 

sandy desert shrub, greatly resembling the white broom bush (Retama raetam, from the 

pea family - Fabaceae, until recently - Papilionaceae) in its general appearance, but 

belonging to a totally different family – the knotweed family (Polygonaceae), and differing 

completely in its bloom and fruit. Other findings were panicgrass (Panicum turgidum) – a 

perennial grass with edible seeds, Artemisia sieberi – a shrub with fragrant leaves that are 

been infused into herbal tea, Lasiurus scindicus, Anabasis articulate, and Salsola 

vermiculata. We hope for more similar pleasant findings as the mapping project 

progresses. 
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Functional Ecology 

A new study was published 

recently, carried out in the 

Botanical Garden, and 

dealing with the association 

of spatial distribution, 

ecological conditions, and 

evolutionary genetics of the 

coastal endemic Iris 

atropurpurea. The study was 

conducted by Gil Yardeni, 

an MSc student, supervised 

by Yuval Sapir, director of 

the Tel Aviv University 

Botanical Garden. It was published in Annals of Botany. The study revealed a partial 

reproductive isolation among populations of Iris atropurpurea: that is, crosses between 

different population pairs do not succeed similarly. For example, crossing plants in 

Netanya with pollen from Nes-Ziona did not reveal as many seeds as in a cross with pollen 

from the Kadima reserve. Looking at the whole distribution of Iris atropurpurea, it was 

found that the geographical factor, the spatial distance between populations, is not the 

factor affecting reproductive isolation. Rather, it was found that ecological differentiation 

of the habitat, and especially soil features, were associated with a reduced crossing success 

between populations. In addition to the conclusion regarding the role of ecology in the 

differentiation of populations within species, even with geographical proximity, the study 

also highlighted an important conservation rule: because small and fragmented populations 

are prone to extinction due to genetic drift and reduced genetic variation, in order to enrich 

the genetic pool of a population, an act called "genetic rescue", it is important to choose the 

source of pollen or seed enrichment carefully. This study by Gil Yardeni and her 

colleagues stresses the need to examine the fitness of the genetic source in order to 

maintain viable population dynamics. 
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The Laboratory for Monitoring Airborne Allergens – end of the road 

The Ted Erison laboratory for monitoring airborne 

allergens was closed at the end of May 2016. The 

laboratory was established in the Tel Aviv University 

Botanical Garden by  thegarde.n sformer direc,tor Prof. 

Yoav Waisel. It was opened 25 years ago thanks to a 

generous contribution from the Arison family foundation. 

Until its last day the lab was directed by Prof. Amram 

Eshel (also a former director of the Botanical Garden) 

and was operated by Mrs Valentina Epstein.      

The lab was part of a European monitoring program for 

airborne allergens, and was almost the only such lab in 

the Middle East (except for one in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia). 

It operated two monitoring stations, in Tel-

Aviv and in Jerusalem, all year round. Each 

station had a Burkhard air particle 

sampler which was serviced weekly by our 

staff. The collected data were analyzed 

microscopically in order to identify and 

quantify the amounts of allergenic pollen 

and spores. These data served as a basis for 

the monthly reports on air pollution by 

airborne plant and fungal allergens. This was a service to the Israeli community of 

physicians and to patients who suffer from such allergies. Research on native plants was 

conducted by Prof. Yoav Waisel, his students and allergists. New allergenic plants, such as 

Pistacia species, were identified. The laboratory published monthly forecasts of allergenic 

plant blooms. These helped the physicians and their patients to take precautionary 

measures for known allergies. 

These forecasts and monitoring reports were published monthly as a free service to the 

Israeli public in the website of the Ministry of Environmental Protection, which financed 

the lab operations until recently. 
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