
WASHINGTON: The octopus already is an oddball of
the ocean. Now biologists have rediscovered a species
of that eight-arm sea creature that’s even stranger and
shares some of our social and mating habits. With their
shifting shapes, mesmerizing eyes, and uncanny intelli-
gence, octopuses “are one of the most mysterious and
captivating species,” said Rich Ross, a senior biologist at
the California Academy of Sciences.  “They’re aliens
alive on our planet and it feels like they have plans.”

For Ross and colleagues, it got stranger when they
got a batch of octopuses from Central America to
study. The critters just didn’t fit the loner denizen-of-
the-deep profile that scientists had drawn for the rest
of the 300 or so octopus species. While most octopus-
es live alone, coming together for ever-so-brief and
dangerous mating, couples of this species can live
together to mate for a few days in the same cramped
den or shell.

Beak-to-beak 
While other male octopuses mate from a distance

to avoid being cannibalized, these octopuses mate
entangled beak-to-beak. That style could almost be
thought of as romantic, said Alvaro Roura, an octopus
expert at La Trobe University in Australia, who wasn’t

part of the study. While other females lay one batch of
eggs and then die, the female of this species lives
longer and produces eggs constantly, bettering the
species chance of survival, Ross said.

But it’s more than sex. These octopuses clean out
food waste from their dens. They twirl their arms like
an old-timey movie villain with a moustache. And they
quickly learn that people mean food: when someone
enters the room, they leave their dens and head to the
top of the tank. “It’s the most amazing octopus that I’ve
ever gotten to work with,” Ross said.

The octopus, normally a dull chocolate brown, sud-
denly sports stripes and spots when it gets excited or
upset, said Roy Caldwell of the University of California,
Berkeley. He is the lead author of a paper on the octo-
pus with Ross and others published Wednesday in the
journal PLOS One.

Distinctive behavior 
The species is preliminarily called the Larger Pacific

Striped Octopus, although it’s really not much bigger
than a tennis ball - just bigger than a similar species. It
was found almost 40 years ago off the coast of
Panama.  Other scientists wouldn’t believe it was a sep-
arate species or that it showed such distinctive behav-

ior. So its discoverer, Arcadio Rodaniche, gave up and
the species was never formally described or named.

Then in 2011, Caldwell got an email from a high
school student about his pet octopus, Charlie. It was
the same species discovered in the 1970s. Caldwell
traced it to a dealer who sent him two dozen of the
species from Panama, Nicaragua and Mexico to study
in captivity. The researchers note that this octopus
species could act differently in the wild. They included
Rodaniche as a co-author after the retired researcher
declined to let them name the octopus species after
him.

In the journal Nature, a different team of scientists
on Wednesday published the first map decoding octo-
pus genes. They found the octopus’s genetic code is
only slightly smaller than humans, but twice as big as a
bird’s genetic instruction guide. Octopuses are inverte-
brates, meaning they have no backbones.
Invertebrates generally have a less evolved nervous
systems, but not the octopus. They found that it had
many of the same genes as other invertebrates,
although mixed up as through a blender, said study
author Clifton Ragsdale at the University of Chicago.
“There’s a lot of weird creatures and these are the
largest of the weird creatures,” he said. — AP 
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LOS ANGELES:  A popular  camp -
ground at Yosemite National Park in
California will be temporarily closed
after several dead squirrels were
found to be carrying the plague,
of f ic ia ls  sa id  Fr iday.   The move
comes about a week after a girl who
visited the park tested positive for
the plague. She was treated and has
recovered. 

“As an extremely precautionary
public health measure, flea treat-
ment will be applied to rodent bur-
rows in  Tuolumne Meadows
Campground because several dead
animals were tested and found to be
carrying plague,” park officials said
in a statement.  The campground
will be closed from August 17-21.
The park itself  wil l  remain open,

including a l l  the other  camp -
grounds.

Plague is  carr ied by squirrels,
chipmunks and other wild rodents
and their fleas. “By eliminating the
fleas, we reduce the risk of human
exposure and break the c ycle of
plague in rodents at the sites,” said
Karen Smith, the director and state
health  of f icer  for  the Cal i fornia

Department of Public Health.
Separately on Friday, two young

campers  died when a  huge tree
branch fell on their tent, officials
said. The youths had been staying at
the centrally located Upper Pines
Campground in Yosemite Valley. The
names, ages and hometowns of the
campers  were not  re leased.
Yosemite National Park, located in

northern California’s Sierra Nevada
mountains, is the third-most visited
of the US’s national parks and one of
the oldest. The website of nearby
Sequoia and Kings Canyon National
Park warns, that “trees and branches
have been falling more frequently,
possibly due to the drought and
beetle damage. Watch for fall ing
trees!” — AFP 

ATLANTA: The Georgia Aquarium says a govern-
ment agency’s denial of its permit to import 18
beluga whales from Russia was arbitrary and
capricious, but the government argues the
aquarium failed to meet the requirements of a
law meant to protect marine mammals.

The aquarium in September 2013 filed a law-
suit asking a judge to overturn the denial of its
June 2012 application by the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration’s National
Marine Fisheries Service, known as NOAA
Fisheries. Lawyers for the two sides faced off
Friday in federal court in Atlanta.

Each side accused the other of twisting the
facts, with a lawyer for the aquarium saying the
government had “cooked the books” on whale
population numbers and a lawyer for NOAA
Fisheries accusing the aquarium trying “to con-
fuse the court.” The two sides have asked US
District Judge Amy Totenberg to make a deci-
sion on the merits of the case, based on court fil-
ings and oral arguments, without holding a trial.
Totenberg asked questions of both sides and
seemed troubled by “an extremity of data pover-
ty” concerning beluga population numbers.

Certain qualifications 
The 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act

prohibits the capture of marine mammals in US
waters and by US citizens elsewhere and also
doesn’t allow the import of marine mammals
and marine mammal products into the US. But it
has some exceptions, including one that allows
animals to be caught and imported for public
display by applicants meeting certain qualifica-
tions. The 18 belugas the aquarium seeks to
import originate from the Sea of Okhotsk in
northern Russia and were collected by scientists
there in 2006, 2010 and 2011. They currently live
in the Utrish Marine Mammal Research Station
in Russia. The aquarium says new whales are
needed to diversify the gene pool in the captive
beluga population in the US, which currently
numbers 29, and to increase research and edu-
cation opportunities. Some of the whales would

live at the Georgia Aquarium while others would
be loaned to aquariums in Chicago and
Connecticut and Sea World facilities in Florida,
Texas and California. NOAA Fisheries invented
new standards, broke with agency practice and
ignored data, said George Mannina, a lawyer for
the aquarium.

‘Biological removal’ 
In its application, the aquarium used the con-

cept of “potential biological removal,” which is
defined in the Marine Mammal Protection Act as
“the maximum number of animals, not includ-
ing natural mortalities, that may be removed
from a marine mammal stock while allowing
that stock to reach or maintain its optimum sus-
tainable population.” That standard is inherently
precautionary because it is quite conservative,
Mannina said. NOAA Fisheries has regularly
applied that standard in the past and ignored
data offered in this case that shows the stock of
belugas in question is not only not decreasing
but is actually increasing, he said.

NOAA Fisheries found that the aquarium’s
import of the whales would exceed that stan-
dard, but the agency doesn’t generally use that
standard to assess import permits and that’s not
the main reason the aquarium’s permit applica-
tion was denied, said Department of Justice
lawyer Clifford Stevens. A main reason for the
denial was the aquarium’s failure to show the
import would not likely have a significant
adverse impact on the population of belugas
where they were captured, Stevens said. The use
of the potential biological removal standard in
the aquarium’s application assumes there is no
other human-caused mortality of the beluga
stock at issue, but the agency found that is not
the case, he said. NOAA Fisheries initially indicat-
ed it would approve the permit but then
changed its mind without explanation, Mannina
said. The agency’s staff was leaning toward
granting the application upon initial review, but
that changed as questions were raised and they
started to look closer, Stevens said. — AP 

Odd suckers: octopus species 
is both social and romantic
‘One of the most mysterious and captivating species ‘

Squirrels in Yosemite test plague positive

This handout photo provided by Roy Caldwell shows a LPSO male A15 canteleve large Pacific striped octopus about to catch a shrimp. — AP 

Georgia Aquarium battles
government over belugas

VANCOUVER: In this June 10, 2008 file photo, Qila, a beluga whale at the Vancouver
Aquarium prepares to give birth to a calf. — AP


