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PARIS: The earliest mammals were night creatures which
only emerged from the cover of darkness after the demise
of the daytime-dominating dinosaurs, researchers said
yesterday. This would explain why relatively few mammals
follow a daytime-active or “diurnal” lifestyle today, and
why most that do still have eyes and ears more suitable
for living by night. “Most mammals today are nocturnal
and possess adaptations to survive in dark environments,”
study co-author Roi Maor of the Tel Aviv University said.

“Monkeys and apes (including humans) are the only
diurnal mammals that have evolved eyes that are similar to
the other diurnal animals like birds or reptiles. Other diur-
nal mammals have not
developed such profound
adaptations.” Maor and a
team provide evidence for
a long-standing theory
that tens of mill ions of
years of evading dinosaurs
caused a nocturnal “bot-
tleneck” in the evolution
of mammals-the group of
warm-blooded, milk-pro-
ducing creatures that
includes our own species.
Because they hid out in
darkness for so long, pos-
sibly to avoid competition with dinos for food or territo-
ry, or being eaten by them, mammals today are not quite
on par with fish, reptiles and birds when it comes to
daytime vision. 

Mammals, apart from primates, lack a part of the eye
known as the fovea, which many fish, reptiles and birds
have and is replete with photoreceptor “cone” cells for
seeing color in high light. Instead, they tend to have more
“rod” cells, which can pick up scant light in dim condi-
tions, but provide relatively low resolution.  Modern-day
mammals which are active mostly by day-including types

of squirrel, tree-shrews, some antelope and many carni-
vores-also still tend to have a keen sense of smell and
acute hearing, attributes required for living in the dark.

Primates first
Maor and a team analyzed the lifestyles of 2,415 living

mammal species, and used computer algorithms to recon-
struct the likely behavior of their ancestors, and their
ancestors before them-going back to the very beginning
of mammals. The earliest mammal ancestor emerged
between 220 million and 160 million years ago, evolving
from a reptilian forebear. And it was probably nocturnal,

according to the study
published in the journal
Nature Ecology &
Evolution. Dinosaurs, on
the other hand, were like-
ly day-dwellers seeking
out sunlight to warm
their bodies like reptiles
today.

The data revealed that
mammals remained noc-
turnal throughout the
Mesozoic period, which
ended about 66 million
years ago when a mas-

sive calamity, possibly an asteroid strike, wiped out the
dinos and about three-quarters of life on Earth. Mammals,
then mainly small, scurrying animals, survived, and flour-
ished.  Most stayed nocturnal, some embraced the day-
time, and others-including cats, elephants and cows-are
today a bit of both.

Primate ancestors were among the first mammals to
become strictly diurnal possibly as long as 52 million
years ago —  the researchers found.  This explains why
our primate family is better adapted to the sunlit way of
life-we’ve had more time to evolve and adapt. The rea-

son for the shift from night to day is not clear, said
Maor, but may have included a “reduced risk of preda-
tion” to early mammals. The study, while showing a

strong correlation between the death of dinos and the
daytime emergence of mammals, cannot conclude that
one led to the other. —AFP 

Mammals gave up night life 
only after dino doom: Study

Most mammals possess adaptations to survive in dark environments

Mammals
remained 
nocturnal 

throughout the
Mesozoic period

BEIJING: The Chinese ice-breaker Xuelong steamed
south from Shanghai yesterday bound for Antarctica,
where it will establish China’s newest base as Beijing
strives to become a polar power.  China is a latecomer in
the race for pole position but its interest in Antarctica
has grown along with its economic might. The new sta-
tion will be the fifth Chinese foothold on the frozen con-
tinent, more than some nations which got there earlier. 

China is ploughing money into polar exploration and
research as other countries like the United States pull
back under funding constraints and a glut of other global
priorities. An international treaty suspends all territorial
claims to Antarctica, essentially setting it aside as a sci-
entific preserve. That “provides a precious opportunity
to quickly develop China’s polar bases”, Qin Weijia,
director of the China Arctic and Antarctic Administration,
said at an annual meeting on the poles last month.

China has rapidly built up activities on the continent,
building new bases and commissioning polar-capable
ships and aircraft. Officials say it intends to become a
“polar power.” “The fact that China has coined this new
term and has made it an important part of their foreign
policy shows the level of ambition and forward thinking
that China has,” said Anne-Marie Brady, a Global
Fellow at the Wilson Center.  —AFP

Chinese icebreaker 
steams for Antarctica 
in polar power play 

GUADELOUPE: Photo shows one of the two manatees (Kai or Junior) in a natural pool at the
accommodation centre of Blachon for manatees in Grand Cul-de-Sac Marin in Guadeloupe. —AFP 

Walking beaches, 
volunteers amass 
data on dead 
seabirds
OCEAN SHORES: Barbara Patton scans
the expansive beach on Washington’s outer
coast looking for telltale signs of dead
seabirds: a feather sticking straight up,
dark colors in the sand, unusual seaweed
clumps that could mask a carcass. Minutes
into the nearly mile-long walk near her
Ocean Shores home, she and her husband,
Mike, encounter the first of three birds
they’ll find that morning. Experience tells
them it’s a common murre. But the retired
volunteers work through a protocol to
identify the species: Eyes gone. Breast eat-
en. Feet pliable. They measure the wing, bill
and other body parts, and photograph the
bird, front and back.

All of that information is entered into a
massive database kept by the Coastal
Observation and Seabird Survey Team, or
COASST. The long-running citizen monitor-
ing program at the University of
Washington tracks dead seabirds as an indi-
cator of the coastal environment’s health.
“The data that the participants collect is

invaluable,” said Julia Parrish, associate dean
of the university’s college of environment
and head of the program. “We can’t get it
remotely, with satellites, with drones.”

Lately, the data has pointed to bigger
and more frequent seabird die-offs. “It’s
causing us to step back and say, ‘Whoa,
what’s going on here?’” Parrish said. “For
four years running, we’ve had unusual mor-
tality events of marine birds from California
to the Arctic Circle.” Seabirds spend most
of their time feeding and living out at sea,
coming to land to breed or nest. But more
birds are dying and dying close to shore,
Parrish said. Researchers think warmer-
than-usual ocean temperatures shook up
the ecosystem, favoring warmer species and
redistributing the seabirds’ food.

COASST volunteers are helping search
for clues and identify die-offs faster. In
2014, when Cassin’s auklets, a small diving
seabird with blue feet, began washing
ashore by the thousands along the U.S
West Coast, citizen scientists patrolling
their stretch of beaches were among the
first to notice it. Patton recalls counting a
few dozen dead birds in one walk. Under
the program, hundreds of volunteers comb
stretches of beach from Mendocino,
California, to Kotzebue, Alaska, each month
looking for carcasses that have washed
ashore. Since 1998, they’ve recorded near-
ly 76,000 dead birds.

Combined with other large-scale data
from satellites and other surveys, Parrish said,

it can provide high-quality data over a geo-
graphic scale not attainable any other way.
The data is used to track seasonal, short-
term and long-term changes in seabirds,
revealing patterns about where and when
certain species die. There are seasonal peaks,
after breeding seasons when exhausted par-
ents and chicks wash ashore or when sea-
sonal migratory birds get stranded. The data
amassed has also been used by other scien-
tists and resource managers to monitor bird
health and other research.

Kristine Bovy, associate anthropology
professor at the University of Rhode
Island, used the modern bird data to help
evaluate how indigenous people in the
Pacific Northwest may have scavenged to

find bones and other natural resources on
the coast hundreds of years ago. “It helped
us to be able to test our ideas in the past
about whether people may be scavenging
bird carcasses from the beach,” she said.
Parrish said there can be skepticism about
citizen science. 

She designed the bird surveying pro-
gram years ago so information collected
could be independently verified - by pho-
tographs, measurements and other paper
records. On a recent clear day not far
from where the Pattons collected their
carcasses, Jeanne Finke, Susan Kloeppel
and Bob Witt fan out across the beach.
Brown pelicans and seagulls soar above
crashing waves. —AP

WASHINGTON: Susan Kloeppel (left) and Bob Witt carry dead birds
toward the waterline after collecting information on the animals. —AP 


