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Catnip is known to hold a special place
in the hearts of felines, who often
respond by rubbing their face and

head in the plant, rolling around on the
ground, then zoning out in a state of intoxi-
cated repose.   But the biological mecha-
nisms by which it works its magic, and
whether it confers any additional benefits to
cats, had remained unanswered questions
until now. An international team of
researchers published a study in Science
Advances on Wednesday, finding that cat-
nip and silver vine, an even more potent
herb found in the mountains of Japan and
China, ward off mosquitoes.

They also identified nepetalactol as the
main compound of silver vine responsible
for inducing an euphoric state, and discov-
ered that it activates the brain’s opioid
reward system. The substance is similar to
nepetalactone, the key psychoactive com-
pound in catnip. Masao Miyazaki, a profes-
sor at Japan’s Iwate University, who was the
senior author of the paper, told AFP the
team had applied for a patent to develop an
insect repellant based on their findings.

The team began by testing how 25 lab
cats, 30 feral cats, and several big cats
including an Amur leopard, two jaguars and
two Eurasian lynx responded to filter paper
soaked with nepetalactol. The felines all
spent more time with nepetalactol infused
paper than they did with plain filter paper
that was used as a control. By contrast,
dogs and lab mice showed no interest in
the nepetalactol-containing paper. Next,
they tested how 12 cats responded to all
the known bioactive compounds of silver
vine, confirming that nepetalactol was the
most potent of the substances.

To test whether the feline responses to
the substance were governed by the brain’s
opioid system, they took blood samples to
check beta-Endorphin levels five minutes
before and after they were exposed to the
nepetalactol. Elevated endorphin concen-
trations occurred only after exposure to
nepetalactol, and not the control substance.
When the researchers gave the cats nalox-
one, a drug that inhibits the effects of opi-
oids, the cats no longer wanted to rub
themselves against the nepetalactol.

Naloxone is commonly used in humans
to treat an overdose of opioids. But unlike
opioids, the scientists think the response to
nepetalactol is “non-addictive,” because it
works by triggering an increase in endor-
phins that are already produced by the
body. Drugs like morphine, on the other
hand, stimulate the brain’s opioid receptors
directly, not indirectly. Finally, they tested
whether silver vine leaves repelled Aedes
albopictus mosquitoes when cats rubbed
against the plant. —AFP

Amale Springbok praying mantis looking
for a hook up does not have to worry
about a female stealing his heart away.

There is, however, a very good change she’ll
bite his head off, and he knows it. Indeed, 60
percent of sexual encounters between
Springboks-one of nearly 2,000 mantis
species across the globe-end in males being
eaten as snack. “Males play Russian roulette
whenever they encounter cannibalistic
females,” explained Nathan Burke, an ento-
mologist at the University of Auckland and an
expert on mantis mating rituals.

All male mantises show extreme caution
when approaching a prospective partner.
Hard to blame them. But whereas most will
sneak up from behind or distract the female
with a tasty morsel, the Springbok has an
entirely different-and previously unreported-
strategy for staying alive, according to find-
ings published Wednesday in Biology
Letters. “Under threat of cannibalistic attack,
males try to subdue females by pinning them
down in violent struggles,” said Burke, co-
author with colleague Gregory Holwell of the
study. Males who win the lovers’ tussle are
far more likely to succeed in consummating
the relationship, “which suggests that
wrestling is both a mating tactic and a sur-
vival tactic,” he added.

The key to victory, according to gladiatorial
experiments with 52 pairs of mantises, was
striking first. If the male was quicker to the
draw and grabbed the female with its serrat-
ed raptorial forelegs, he stood a 78 percent
chance of escaping unscathed.  And when, in
addition, the male inflicted a serious but non-
fatal wound to the abdomen, he kept his head

every time. “I was very surprised to discover
that males injure females while trying to sub-
due them for mating,” said Burke. “Nothing
like that has ever been observed in mantises
before.” If the female grasped first, however,
males were always killed and devoured. 

Asexual reproduction 
Overall, males came out top more than

half the time in these jousts, which lasted 13
seconds on average.  Winning the match did
not automatically lead to mating-coupling fol-
lowed only two-thirds of the time, and even
then the male wound up in the female’s stom-
ach half the time. The bright green Springbok
mantis, aka Miomantis caffra, is native to
southern Africa, but has spread to New
Zealand, southern Europe and California,
probably through the pet trade. The nutrients
gained when a female praying mantis eats
her suitor benefit her offspring as they grow.
Sexual cannibalism-when the female of a
species consumes the male during or after
mating-is also known among spiders, such
as the black widow, and scorpions. 

Typically smaller males do what they can
to avoid getting gobbled up, including play-
ing dead.  But female Springbok mantises
have another trick up their spiky sleeve: the
ability to reproduce asexually, or without
any help from males. “They can produce
clones of themselves if they don’t mate,”
said Burke. —AFP 

Satellite images
to aid elephant
conservation
from space
Conservationists have started using

satellite imagery to count elephants
from space, a technique that British

experts hope will help protect threatened
populations in Africa. Researchers at the
University of Oxford and the University of
Bath said the use of algorithms, machine
learning and satellite technology could
replace current techniques used to count ele-
phants-a critical aspect of conservation.

“The population of African elephants has
plummeted over the last century due to
poaching, retaliatory killing from crop raiding
and habitat fragmentation,” Oxford said in a
statement.

“To conserve them requires knowledge of
where they are, and how many there are:
accurate monitoring is vital.” Currently, the
most common technique for surveying ele-
phant populations in savannah environments
is aerial counts from manned aircraft.  The
academics said aerial surveyors can get
exhausted, and are sometimes hindered by
poor visibility. “Satellite monitoring is an
unobtrusive technique requiring no ground
presence, thus eliminating the risk of disturb-
ing species or of concern for human safety
during data collection,” they added. “A
process that would formerly have taken
months can be completed in a matter of
hours.”

The scientists first developed the tech-
niques at South Africa’s Addo Elephant
National Park.  The images, from a satellite
orbiting 600 kilometers (some 370 miles)

above the Earth, could survey upward of
5,000 square kilometers (nearly 2,000 square
miles) of land in one pass, captured in a mat-
ter of minutes. The scientists trained the algo-
rithm to recognize only adults among a
dataset of 1,000 elephants in the park and

then found it was also able to identify calves.
They hope such conservation technologies
will be embraced as a matter of urgency to
protect the world’s biodiversity. — AFP

In this file photo an ele-
phant sits in water in the
Okavango Delta near the
Nxaraga village in the
outskirt of Maun. — AFP 


