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Device MAY HELP PARKINSON’S
PATIENTS SwALLOW EASIER

A HAND-HELD DEVICE THAT STRENGTHENS THE
MUSCLES INVOLVED IN SWALLOWING CAN ADDRESS A
SERIOUS SYMPTOM OF PARKINSON’S DISEASE, ACCORD-
ING TO A NEwW UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA STUDY.

In what researchers believe
is the largest randomized trial
of a behavioral swallowing
treatment in patients with
Parkinson’s disease, scientists
found that about one-third of
the volunteers who used the
device improved their abil-
ity to swallow. The findings
appeared in November in
Neurology, the medical journal
of the American Academy of
Neurology.

Nearly 1 million Ameri-
cans have Parkinson’s disease,
according to the Parkinson’s
Disease Foundation. Finding
solutions to their swallowing
problems is important because
their most common cause of

death is pneumonia caused by
inhaling foreign material, such
as food, during swallowing.

“The many muscles
involved in swallowing pro-
gressively weaken in patients
with Parkinson’s disease and
become uncoordinated in the
same way that patients lose
coordination and strength
in their arms and legs,” said
Michelle Troche, a clinical
lecturer in UF’s Department
of Speech, Language, and
Hearing Sciences.

It also becomes more dif-
ficult for patients to sense
material in their airways and

cough hard enough to expel it,
she said.

Florida Museum of Natural History

OCEAN-CROSSING BLUE SHARKS NEED
INTERNATIONAL PROTECTION

BLUE SHARKS ARE STRONG ENOUGH TO CROSS THE
SOUTHERN ATLANTIC OCEAN BUT NEED HUMAN
PROTECTION AT THEIR DESTINATIONS AND POINTS
OF DEPARTURE, A UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA COLLAB-
ORATIVE INTERNATIONAL TAGGING PROJECT FINDS.

The discovery of the
shark’s wide ranging ways
shows that the species, which
is subjected to heavy fishing
pressure, needs multinational
regulations to manage them
on both sides of the Southern
Atlantic, said George Bur-
gess, director of the Florida
Program for Shark Research
at UF’s Florida Museum of
Natural History.

“This is the first evidence
of the transatlantic migra-
tion of a blue shark from
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the southwestern Atlantic
Ocean to the southeastern
Atlantic Ocean,” said Felipe
Carvalho, a UF graduate
student majoring in fisher-
ies and aquatic sciences. He
worked on a Universidade
Federal Rural de Pernam-
buco (Brazil)/UF project that
tagged a blue shark off the
coast of Brazil and detected
the fish off Africa 87 days
later.

“We thought this migra-
tion might be happening,

For the study, research-
ers trained participants with
Parkinson’s disease to exhale
into an Expiratory Muscle
Strength Training, or EMST,
device. In previous studies,
EMST has improved swal-
lowing and cough function
in patients with multiple scle-
rosis and in elderly, sedentary
adults.

“EMST uses the basic
exercise theory behind any
strength training program,”
said co-investigator Christine
Sapienza, chair of the Depart-
ment of Speech, Language,
and Hearing Sciences. “This
small device capitalizes on
that concept of overload with
a calibrated pressure release
valve that won’t open until
you generate a great enough
lung pressure. The patient
or clinician can vary how

but we never had the
data before to prove it,”
Carvalho said.

The suggestion that the
same stock of blue shark lives
on both sides of the southern
Atlantic Ocean allows man-
agement agencies to consider
fishing regulations that would
cover both geographical areas,
said Burgess, who is co-super-
vising Carvalho’s research.

Considered to act as one
entity, fishes within the same
stock have the same biological
characteristics and movement
patterns, which allow them to
be managed together, he said.

much pressure is needed to
open the valve on the device.
The greater the pressure you
need, the stronger the muscles
have to be. It acts much like

a pin on a weight machine
and uses the same concept

to strengthen the muscles
involved in swallowing and
breathing.”

“Their efforts are pioneer-
ing, and it is likely that this
study will stand the test of
time as a landmark in Par-
kinson’s disease swallowing
research,” said Dr. Michael
Okuna, co-director of UF’s
Movement Disorders Center.

Participants in the Par-
kinson’s disease study were
divided into two groups of
30. In one group participants
used the EMST device with
proper calibration. The
other participants used a

“Lots of people tag fishes
and sharks, and sometimes
when they make a movement
from one place to another,
there are lots of ‘oohs’ and
‘aahs’ because it wasn’t known
they could do that or go
there,” Burgess said. “But this
is a key piece of information
that will have applicability
toward fishery management.”

The most frequently
caught shark species in the
South Atlantic Ocean, the
blue shark must be carefully
managed because it is fre-
quently captured in the nets
of fishermen seeking tuna



and swordfish, Burgess said.
Some fishermen remove the

fins and toss the sharks back
into the water, dead or alive,
he said.

“Sharks are of real con-
cern to biologists because
they are taken in such huge
numbers all over the world,”
Burgess said. Yet they are
understudied because they
don’t generate the economic
revenue that tuna and
swordfish do, he said.

Adding to sharks’ troubles
are certain biological char-
acteristics that lower their
reproductive potential, Bur-
gess said. Sharks may take 10
years or more to reach sexual
maturity — compared with

Speech pathologist Christine Sapienza helps patient Lou DeLaney use an
Expiratory Muscle Strength Training device that new UF research shows can

improve swallowing function in patients with Parkinson’s disease.

two to five years for many
bony fishes. Pregnancies are
long, typically a year or more
and are followed by a resting
period. As live-bearers, the
number of young they can
carry at one time is limited,
he said.

“There are other animals
that have what we call ‘life
in the slow lane,” he said.
“Skates, rays, whales and sea
turtles follow this same pat-
tern of being slow growing
and long lived with limited
reproductive potential.”

Sharks caught and killed,
especially when young, are cut
off from the lengthy period of
time required over a lifetime
to reproduce the number of
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device that looked exactly
the same, but did not work
to strengthen the muscles.
Neither the participants nor
the study therapists knew
who had the real device and
who had the placebo device.
Participants used the devices
in their homes for 20 minutes
a day, five days a week for
four weeks. Therapists visited
once a week to make sure
participants used the device
correctly. Following the
study period, participants in
the sham group received the
EMST treatment.

The researchers measured
participants’ swallowing
function before and after
treatment with a standard-
ized swallow safety scale,
the Penetration-Aspiration
scale, developed in part by
John Rosenbek, also with

offspring needed to sustain a
population, Burgess said.
Working with a Brazilian
research team, Carvalho and
his co-workers have so far
attached tags to 10 sharks off
the coast of Brazil and plan
to tag 10 additional sharks.
These satellite tags provide
the location as latitude and
longitude, and the tempera-
ture and depth, of the water
where the shark is swimming.
“These tags are like mini-
computers,” Burgess said.
“If the antenna breaks the
water surface, it can send up
a signal to a satellite, which
then bounces a signal back to
us telling where it is.”

Although blue sharks have

the Department of Speech,
Language, and Hearing Sci-
ences. Researchers used video-
fluoroscopy to obtain motion
X-ray images of the partici-
pants’ swallowing muscles as
they swallowed liquid.
One-third of participants
who used the device with
calibration had significantly
improved swallow safety
scores compared to 14 percent
of the participants in the
sham group. The researchers
also found that for patients
in the treatment group, there
was greater movement in the
muscles that lift the voice
box out of the way during
swallowing. Quality-of-life
measures related to swallow-
ing improved in both the
treatment and sham groups.

Christine Sapienza, sapienza@ufl.edu

Jill Pease

been documented to move
across the Atlantic or Pacific
Ocean in northern latitudes,
this is the first time evidence
has shown such migration to
take place in the South Atlan-
tic Ocean, Carvalho said.
“The next step of our
study will look at whether
this was just one individual
who got happy feet and
decided to boogie all the way
across the ocean or if this is
part of a larger pattern,” Bur-
gess said.
George Burgess,

gburgess@flmnh.ufl.edu
Cathy Keen
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COLLABORATION WILL SHARE
FooD SECURITY TECHNIQUES

TaE UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA HAS SECURED A
FOUR-YEAR, $7.9 MILLION AWARD TO LEAD A UNIQUE
NEW COLLABORATION AMONG EXPERTS IN THE U.S.
AND BRAZIL TO IMPROVE AGRICULTURE AND FOOD

SECURITY IN THE AFRICAN NATION OF MOZAMBIQUE.

The program model,
known as trilateral coopera-
tion, involves collaboration
between two donor countries
to help one beneficiary coun-
try, said Walter Bowen, inter-
national programs
director for UF’s
Institute of Food
and Agricultural

a logical choice because Brazil
and the United States bring
complementary strengths to
the project, said Bowen, who
spearheaded the effort to
secure the award.

“THE UNIVERSITY HAS A LONG
HISTORY OF COLLABORATING WITH

Sciences. COLLEAGUES IN LATIN AMERICA.
Bowen will WITH THIS PROJECT WE ARE

lead a team of

scientists from TAKING THAT EXPERIENCE AND

UF and Michigan LEVERAGING IT FOR THE BENEFIT

State University
on the award,
funded by the
U.S. Agency for
International
Development.

The project’s
primary goals are
to reduce hunger and poverty
in Mozambique by increasing
agricultural productivity, cre-
ating economic opportunities
and enhancing human nutri-
tion. Partners based in Brazil
and Mozambique will include
institutes of higher learning
and agricultural research
agencies. Project activities in
Mozambique will commence
this spring.

Located on the south-
east coast of the African
continent, Mozambique is a
country of about 28 million
people. Though its economy
has grown in recent years, it
remains one of the world’s
poorest nations and malnutri-
tion is a widespread problem.
Major food crops there
include cassava, corn, sugar-
cane, coconuts and sorghum.

Trilateral cooperation was
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OF A THIRD COUNTRY. THIS IS A
MODEL THAT HAS GREAT POTENTIAL
AS WORLD ECONOMIES BECOME
MORE INTERCONNECTED.”

— WIN PHILLIPS

“We know we can do a
more effective job if we com-
bine the best expertise in the
U.S. with the best expertise
in Brazil,” Bowen said.

Brazil has a rapidly devel-
oping agricultural economy
with climate and soil condi-
tions similar to those in
Mozambique, he said. Portu-
guese is the official language
of both countries.

The U.S. has extensive
experience funding and
administering international
development programs,
Bowen said. Also, UF has
long been involved in research
and outreach programs in
Brazil.

Win Phillips, UF vice
president for research, said the
award is significant not only
because it will enable faculty
members to help a developing

.
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nation but also because the
trilateral cooperation model
may be a good fit for future
UF partnerships.

“The university has a long
history of collaborating with
colleagues in Latin America,”
Phillips said. “With this
project we are taking that
experience and leveraging
it for the benefit of a third
country. This is a model that
has great potential as world
economies become more
interconnected.”

Besides providing humani-
tarian aid, the project will
help UF scientists develop
more effective strategies
for improving agricultural

Walter Bowen

systems and outreach,
said Jack Payne, UF senior
vice president for agriculture
and natural resources.
“International coopera-
tion is one of our key themes
at [FAS,” Payne said. “The
efforts we make in other
parts of the world can lead
to new farming approaches,
new crops, new markets
and many, many other
innovations that ultimately
benefit Florida residents and
producers.”

Walter Bowen, wbowen@ufl.edu

Tom Nordlie

Tyler Jones
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IBIS MATING HABITS ALTERED

BY MERCURY

WHEN UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA RESEARCHERS
BEGAN STUDYING THE EFFECTS OF MERCURY CON-
SUMPTION ON WHITE IBISES, THEY HAD A HUNCH
THE CONTAMINANT MIGHT AFFECT THE BIRDS ABIL-

ITY TO PRODUCE CHICKS.

And while their suspicions
of poor breeding were con-
firmed, they didn’t expect
this: altered courtship behav-
ior in males and high percent-
ages of male birds mating
with other males.

“We knew that mercury
can disrupt hormones —
what is most disturbing
about this study is the low
levels of mercury at which
we saw effects on hormones
and mating behavior,” said
Peter Frederick, a UF wildlife
ecology and conservation pro-
fessor who led the five-year
study. “This suggests that
wildlife may be commonly
affected.”

The study marks the first
time that mercury’s effects on
birds’ sexual preference and

A pair of white
ibis with a chick
at the Wetlands
Ecological
Research Aviary
in Gainesville.
UF research

has found

that mercury
consumption

can affect ibis
mating habits,
causing some
males ro pair off,
and reducing the
number of chicks
produced by
females.

courtship behavior have been
documented, and provides

a critical link between low
levels of mercury contamina-
tion and impaired reproduc-
tion. The results suggest that
even low levels of mercury
— which is widespread in
the U.S. and global environ-
ment — can result in major
impairment for wild bird
populations.

The study was published
in the December Proceedings
of the Royal Society B.

In the late 1980s and early
1990s, Everglades researchers
began to notice high levels
of mercury in many wildlife
species, such as panthers,
birds and fish, Frederick said.
By the late 1990s, mercury
levels in the Everglades had

dropped dramatically, and
suddenly the ibises were nest-
ing like crazy.

Researchers believed that
better hydrological condi-
tions probably caused much
of the birds” renewed nesting
enthusiasm, but something
else also seemed to be at
work, Frederick said — and
that’s what prompted him
and then-doctoral student
Nilmini Jayasena to begin
looking at mercury. The
contaminant found its way
into the Everglades via
municipal and medical waste
incineration. But during the
1990s, medical waste became
more closely regulated and
flashlight batteries that didn’t
contain mercury replaced
those that did.

The UF scientists built
a 13,000-square-foot, net-
covered aviary, and brought
in 160 young ibises, which
were divided into four groups
made up of equal numbers of

males and females.

Three groups ate a diet
that included low, medium
or high levels of mercury; a
fourth control group ate a
mercury-free diet.

The scientists took great
care to ensure that even the
birds in the high-mercury
group weren’t consuming
more than they would have in
the wild, Frederick said.

Among the findings: in
20006, about 55 percent of the
high-mercury-diet males were
nesting with other males. The
degree of homosexual pairing
for all three dosed groups
increased as did their mercury
exposure, he said.

“Many years ago, I spent
thousands of hours in the
field documenting pairing
behavior in ibises in a place
that did not have mercury
contamination — and I
never once saw males pairing
with males,” he said.

High-mercury males
were far less likely to be
approached by females during
courtship and all of the males
given mercury showed lower
rates of performing the ritual
head bobs and bows of bird
courtship than those in the
control group.

Overall, high-mercury
females produced 35 percent
fewer fledglings than females
in the control group.

After the study, which
lasted three breeding seasons,
some 260 birds were released
back into the Everglades, but
only after spending several
months on a cleansing,
mercury-free diet.

Peter Frederick, pfred @ufl.edu
Mickie Anderson
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GENETICS RESEARCH PROVIDES INSIGHTS
ABOUT FLOWERING PLANTS

FLOWERING PLANTS HAVE EVOLVED AT EXPLO-
SIVE RATES THROUGHOUT HISTORY, YET SCIENTISTS
SINCE CHARLES DARWIN HAVE BEEN FACED WITH
THE GREAT BIOLOGICAL MYSTERY OF HOW THEY

ORIGINATED.

A new University of Florida
study published in Decem-
ber in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences
presents the deepest insight
to the genes that made up
the first flower, the common
ancestor of all flowering
plants, and how those genes
have changed over time.

“Our survival depends
on products we get from the
flower — grains, fruits and
many other materials,” said
Doug Soltis, UF distinguished
professor of biology and
project co-investigator. “Crop
improvement is so important,

but you don’t understand how
a flower is put together unless
you have a reference point —
you can’t modify what you
can’t understand.”

After nearly 10 years
of research funded by the
National Science Foundation,
scientists from the Florida
Museum of Natural History,
the UF Department of Biol-
ogy and the UF Genetics
Institute are bringing the
study to a close.

“There are 350,000 spe-
cies of flowering plants (or
angiosperms), and they serve
as the foundation of nearly all

I College of Medicine
PROTEIN MAY EXPLAIN ROLE

OF DIET IN AGING

RESTRICTING CALORIES EXTENDS LIFE AND SLOWS
A RANGE OF AGE-RELATED DISORDERS IN MICE, RATS
AND OTHER ORGANISMS. BUT EVEN AFTER EIGHT
DECADES OF RESEARCH ON THE SUBJECT, SCIENTISTS
ARE STILL UNCLEAR JUST HOW CALORIC RESTRIC-
TION EXERTS ITS AGE-BATTLING INFLUENCE.

Now, for the first time
in mammals, researchers at
the University of Florida and
the University of Wisconsin-
Madison have sleuthed out
the role of a key player in
the process, using age-related
hearing loss as an example.
The protein in question,
called Sirt3, could provide
a new target for anti-aging
drug therapies. The findings
were reported in the journal

Cell in November.
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The researchers found that
when Sirt3 is absent, caloric
restriction loses its anti-aging
powers. They uncovered
details of how the protein, an
enzyme found primarily in
mitochondria — the energy-
producing centers of cells
— wards off cell death by
maintaining an environment
that combats destructive
chemicals.

“Knocking it out seems
to be very negative for

of Earth’s ecosystems, yet we
don’t know how the flower
originated,” said Pam Soltis,
UF distinguished professor,
Florida Museum of Natural

mitochondrial function and
allows the accumulation of
oxidative stress and damage
to neurons and other cells,”
said Christiaan Leeuwen-
burgh, chief of UF’s Biology
of Aging division. “That’s an
important clue about the role
that Sirt3 plays in protect-
ing cells from age-related
damage.”

Age-related hearing loss
is the most common sensory
disorder among the elderly,
affecting more than 40 per-
cent of people older than 65
and projected to affect 28
million Americans by 2030,
according to the Depart-
ment of Health and Human
Services.

History curator and project co-
investigator. “We now know
the origin of many of the
genes responsible for making

a flower and how those genes

The disorder is marked
by the death of sensory hair
and nerve cells in the inner
ear. While those cells are
long-lived, they do not regen-
erate, so their demise means
permanent loss of hearing.
But all is not lost, since the
environment in which those
cells reside can be remodeled
over time as damaged organ-
elles such as mitochondria get
replaced. Caloric restriction
helps to rescue those dam-
aged cells by reducing oxida-
tive damage.

Having previously shown
that restricting the diet
induces expression of the
protein Sirt3 in the inner
ear, the researchers now

’ra




“OUR SURVIVAL DEPENDS ON
PRODUCTS WE GET FROM THE
FLOWER — GRAINS, FRUITS
AND MANY OTHER MATERIALS.
CROP IMPROVEMENT IS SO
IMPORTANT, BUT YOU DON’T
UNDERSTAND HOW A FLOWER
IS PUT TOGETHER UNLESS YOU
HAVE A REFERENCE POINT —
YOU CAN’T MODIFY WHAT
YOU CAN’T UNDERSTAND.”
— Doug SoLTis

have changed during the his-
tory of angiosperms.”

A 2009 UF study traced
the origin of flowers using
genetic data for the avocado

(a representative of one of the
early lineages of flowering
plants) and a well-known
plant in genetics research,
Arabidopsis thaliana. The
new study includes additional
comparisons with a water lily,
California poppy and cycad
(a gymnosperm or non-flow-
ering seed plant) and shows
how the first flowers evolved
from pre-existing genetic pro-
grams in gymnosperm cones.
“We have a much better
understanding of the flower
than we did 10 years ago and
it’s a huge improvement,”
Doug Soltis said. “We don’t
know every pathway, but we
have a much better handle on
what makes those parts tick.”
Typical angiosperms have
flowers with four organs:
sepals (typically green), petals

show that Sirt3 aids
caloric restriction by com-
bating some of the chemi-
cal changes that play a
major role in the process
of aging.

The enzyme belongs
to a class of compounds
called sirtuins that are
known to have anti-aging
effects in lower organ-
isms including yeast and
flies. Until now, however,
there wasn’t clear evidence
that the effect extends to
mammals.

“This is a major step
in terms of understand-
ing aging retardation by
dietary restriction — it
doesn’t work without

(typically colorful), stamens
(male organs, which produce
pollen) and carpels (female
organs, which produce eggs).
But in the earliest flowers,
the distinct borders between
their floral organs fade to
a blur. The flowers of early
angiosperms have organs that
merge into each other — for
example, a stamen of a water
lily produces pollen but it may
also be petal-like and colorful.
“Our study found that
the floral organs of basal
angiosperms merge not only
in appearance but also in
their underlying genetic
pathways,” Pam Soltis said.
“During evolution, the
timing and location of where
these genes act have become
restricted, ultimately produc-
ing flowers with separate and

Sirt3,” said Shinichi
Someya, of the University of
Wisconsin-Madison.

In normal mice, lower-
ing calorie intake to 75
percent of a regular diet
reduced hearing loss, but
in Sirt3-deficient mice,
dietary restriction had no
such effect. Further, after
caloric restriction, mice lack-
ing Sirt3 lost more cellular
structures vital for hearing
— sensory hair and nerve
cells in the ear — than did
normal mice on a similarly
restricted diet.

Corresponding with that
observation, the research-
ers found that while caloric
restriction reduced oxidative

distinguishable flower parts.”

“These missing links are
incredibly important,” Doug
Soltis said. “They are our key
to the past.”

The study was a collabora-
tion of researchers at UF,
Penn State, the University of
Georgia and the University at
Buffalo. The first author on
the paper is Andre Chander-
bali, a postdoctoral student at
the Florida Museum and the
UF Department Of Biology.

Pam Soltis, psoltis@flmnh.ufl.edu

Danielle Torrent

damage to DNA in inner ear
cells in normal mice, it did
not have that effect in mice
that lacked Sirt3.

Effects seen in the ear
were also observed in brain
and liver tissue, suggest-
ing that Sirt3 might have a
role well beyond age-related
hearing loss, and a potential
benefit in cardiovascular and
neurological diseases.
Christiaan Leeuwenburgh,

cleeuwen @aging.ufl.edu

Czerne M. Reid
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FLORIDA PANTHER

Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences

PoOPULATION REBOUNDING

IN 1995, CONSERVATION MANAGERS MADE A DES-
PERATE BID TO SAVE THE FLORIDA PANTHER FROM
EXTINCTION BY RELEASING EIGHT FEMALE PUMAS
IMPORTED FROM TEXAS IN HOPES THEY D BREED

WITH NATIVE MALES.

Fifteen years later, the
Florida panther population
has increased threefold, and
while the species remains in
peril, the big cats now have a
better chance for survival.

Two research papers — in
the journals Science and Bio-
logical Conservation — docu-
ment the breeding program’s
success and outline an unusu-
ally long, collaborative effort
among agencies. The Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conserva-
tion Commission, National
Park Service and the National
Cancer Institute’s Laboratory
of Genomic Diversity have
been conducting field and lab
work on panthers since the
1980s.

University of Florida scien-
tists joined the effort in 2005,
analyzing data and conduct-
ing population modeling
studies.

“What we found was that
the panthers that had a mix
of Texas and Florida genes
were more genetically diverse,
had fewer defects and were,
in general, surviving better,”
said Jeff Hostetler, a doctoral
student with UF’s Institute
of Food and Agricultural
Sciences.

There were about 25 pan-
thers left in the state when
the eight Texas pumas were
brought to Florida. There are
now more than 100, concen-
trated mostly between Miami
and Naples.

“The big picture is that
things have improved from
a genetic standpoint for the
population, coinciding with
an increase in population,”
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said Dave Onorato, a panther
expert with the state Fish

and Wildlife Conservation
Commission’s Florida Panther
Project. “The evidence is
pretty clear that there has
been a positive impact on the
population.”

Listed as an endangered
species since 1967, the Florida
panther was designated the
official state animal in 1982.
Despite its popularity, the
species was in dire straits
by the early 1990s and the
cats suffered from numerous
inbreeding-related problems:
poor sperm quality, heart
defects, parasites and infec-
tious diseases.

The first generation of kit-
tens born to the Texas females
was a much more robust
group, but future litters may
eventually display problems
linked to inbreeding.

“The population does need
to get larger so that it’s not as
dependent on periodic supple-
mentations of new genetic
material,” Onorato said.

Another major issue is
that the cats require so much
space, especially males, which
are more territorial than
females, said Warren Johnson,
a geneticist with the National
Cancer Institute.

Close proximity to
humans could pose prob-
lems, although Johnson
pointed out that people in
the western U.S. often live
close to pumas.

While time-consuming
and expensive, the research
has been invaluable, Johnson
said. The lessons scientists

“WHAT WE FOUND
THAT THE PANTHERS THAT
HAD A MIX OF  TEXAS ‘AND

- ¢ FLORIDA GENES WERE ' MORE
.g‘LHGENETICALLY DIVERSE, HAD
g ¥

»

have learned from panthers,
especially in terms of infec-
tious diseases and inherited
disorders, are applicable to
humans, he said.

“In essence, in-depth stud-
ies of wild populations can
teach us a lot,” he said.

Madan Olj, a population
ecology professor who led the
UF team, said because scien-
tists have studied panthers so
consistently for so long, the
amount and variety of data
collected from the carnivores
were stunning and valuable.

Researchers used radio-
transmitter collars on larger
cats and outfitted kittens with
something akin to the micro-
chips used for cats and dogs.

FEWER DEFECTS AND WERE, IN

.. GENERAL, SURVIVING BETTER.”

—— "JEFF HOSTETLER

i

s i-'\_'l*‘ W

The microchips let them
identify individual panthers,
and the collars gave them pre-
cise information about where
the adult cats roamed.

Oli echoed other research
team members’ assessment of
the findings: A population of
100 panthers is much better
than 25, but there’s still a
long way to go.

“As far as persistence of
the species ... the outlook
remains tenuous, but it’s defi-
nitely a whole lot better than
it was,” he said.

Jeff Hostetler, hostetle @ufl.edu

Mickie Anderson
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I stitute of Food and Agricultural Sciences
TINY SHOREBIRDS BENEFIT

FrROM BIG STORMS

TINY THREATENED SHOREBIRDS ON FLORIDA’S
WEST COAST NOT ONLY SURVIVE HURRICANES,
THEY SEEM TO BENEFIT FROM THE STORMS AFTER
EFFECTS, ACCORDING TO NEW RESEARCH FINDINGS
THAT CONTRADICT CONVENTIONAL WISDOM.

The findings could have
implications for beach nour-
ishment efforts throughout
the world and how they affect
wildlife.

A paper published in
January by the online biology
journal PLoS ONE outlines
the University of Florida and
Florida State University scien-
tists’ findings that in the year
following “tropical cyclones”
— a term that covers hur-
ricanes, tropical storms and

tropical depressions — snowy
plovers were seven times

as likely to nest in affected
coastal areas.

Matteo Convertino, a
research associate in agricul-
tural and biological engineer-
ing, said the U.S. Department
of Defense funded the study
as part of an overall effort to
track its environmental impact
on Florida Gulf Coast military
installations and Eglin Air
Force base, in particular.

Red dots illustrate Florida
nesting areas of the snowy
plover (top), a small shorebird.
UF and FSU researchers

have found that birds like the
snowy plover, the piping plover
(middle) and the red knot
(bottom) actually prefer to nest
in coastal regions in the year
after tropical cyclones have
impacted the shore, beach and
dunes where the birds nest.

The snowy plover, a white-
chested bird with brown and
black markings, is considered
a threatened species, accord-
ing to the Florida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Com-
mission. In Florida, the birds
are found along the state’s
Gulf coast.

The scientists believe plo-
vers benefit from the storms
because wind and wave actions
create changes to the shore,
beach and dunes that the birds
prefer when they look for
nesting sites, said Convertino
of UF’s Institute of Food and
Agricultural Sciences.

Convertino said he was
examining bird-count data

from 2002 through 2010 for
three regions along Florida’s
west coast when he noticed
an apparent increase in the
birds” abundance in years fol-
lowing tropical cyclones.

“The thought we had
(earlier) was completely
wrong. Hurricanes influ-
ence the shorebirds, but in a
very positive way. And this
goes against many other
studies that just assumed a
catastrophic event for the spe-
cies,” he said.

James Elsner, an ESU
geography professor and
a co-author of the study,
said the findings may help
decision-makers understand
how expensive beach nourish-
ment programs actually affect
threatened species, such as
plovers.

“I think it’s a first step ...
but we have to understand
what it is about hurricanes
that refreshes the sand,
because there is obviously
some kind of renourishment
(from storms) that doesn’t
seem to occur when using the
dredging methods,” he said.

Elsner, who studies hur-
ricanes in a changing climate,
said the shorebirds study
demonstrates why he finds
the subject so compelling.

“I think it’s interesting
that there are a lot of poten-
tial impacts from climate
change and that some of those
impacts may surprise us —
and this is one of them,” he
said.

But the scientists say
future climate change sce-
narios may not bode well for
the birds or humans, as they
predict fewer, but more pow-
erful, storm events.
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