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WASHINGTON: Just when you thought spiders
couldn’t get any more terrifying.  A study pub-
lished Monday has found that an arachnid
species is capable of winding up its web to
store up elastic energy, before releasing its grip
and catapulting itself at furious speed toward
its unsuspecting prey. The development places
the triangle-weaver spider, or Hyptiotes cava-
tus, alongside humans as the other known
species to amplify muscular energy with exter-
nal devices, a feat people achieve with cross-
bows or ballistae.

Researcher Sarah Han, a doctoral student at
the University of Akron in Ohio, said she had been
intrigued by the spider during her walks in the
woods. “It did this interesting mechanism while
hunting we didn’t really know that much about,”
she said. “People had written about it in an obser-
vational way, but no one had quantified it.”

Han and colleagues observed the spiders
under lab conditions, recording high-speed
videos of them as they hunted flies. “The spider
uses its muscles to wind back the web — like
you use your arms to hold a bow string — then
holds it in that position till a prey comes into
contact with the web,” she said — maintaining
tension on its anchor line for hours on end.

“When the spider releases the web, both

spider and web accelerate forward very rapid-
ly.”The rapidly moving web tangles around the
prey insect, starting the capture process from a
distance.” The team’s paper, published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences (PNAS), found that the spiders
launched themselves forward at accelerations of
up to 772.85 meters per second squared — or
the equivalent of 400 body lengths in a second.

They confirmed that the action was a result
of latent energy stored in the silk being
released, as opposed to just jumping using the
power of its legs, by calculating the total power
generated and finding it vastly exceeded the
potential output of its muscle mass alone. The
spider also maintained a fixed body posture
after releasing its hind tarsal claw. According to
the study, using a constructed device as a
weapon offered numerous advantages, freeing
the spider from the need to evolve specialized
anatomy to generate and store energy.

It also allowed Hyptiotes to attack their
prey from afar, reducing the potential for tak-
ing damage — advantages that also led
humans to develop power-amplifying
weapons. According to Han, there could be
more species of spiders using stored energy in
silk to capture prey, an area for potential fur-

ther study. Moreover, the team was unable to
determine the spider’s “catch mechanism” for
holding on to the web, which could yield prac-
tical applications for humans down the line.
“It’s valuable in understanding how it can hold
such a large amount of energy compared to its
body size,” said Han. “Maybe it’s come up with
something novel that we can use.” — AFP 

PARIS: Scientists in the United States
have detected the highest levels of plan-
et-warming carbon dioxide in Earth’s
atmosphere since records began, sound-
ing new alarm over the relentless rise of
man-made greenhouse gas emissions.
The Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii,
which has tracked atmospheric CO2 lev-
els since the late 1950s, on Saturday
morning detected 415.26 parts per mil-
lion (ppm). 

It was also the first time on record
that the observatory measured a daily
baseline above 415 ppm. The last time
Earth’s atmosphere contained this much
CO2 was more than three million years
ago, when global sea levels were several
meters higher and parts of Antarctica
were blanketed in forest. “It shows that
we are not on track with protecting the
climate at all. The number keeps rising

and it’s getting higher year after year,”
Wolfgang Lucht, from the Potsdam
Institute for Climate Impact Research
(PIK) said. “This number needs to stabi-
lize.” But far from stabilizing, levels of
CO2 — one of a trinity of greenhouse
gases produced when fossil fuels are
burnt — are climbing ever more rapidly.

Ralph Keeling, director of Scripps
Institution of Oceanography’s CO2
Program, said the trend would probably
continue throughout 2019 — likely to be
an El Nino year in which temperatures
rise due to warmer ocean currents. “The
average growth rate is remaining on the
high end. The increase from last year will
probably be around three parts per mil-
lion whereas the recent average has been
2.5 ppm,” he said. “Likely we’re seeing
the effect of mild El Nino conditions on
top of ongoing fossil fuel use.” — AFP
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This recent undated handout photograph courtesy
of the University of Akron shows the Hyptiotes
cavatus spider holding its web in tension, the
anchor line at left, and the trap line (connected to
main web) on the right. — AFP 


