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A Different Take on Elephant Ears
By Lester Reed

We all have had an 
Elephant’s Ear - that 
large slab of fried 
dough sold at fairs 
around the country. 
Well, there is now 
a new twist on the 
Elephant’s Ear; it is 
a real ear and is used 
as a “canvas” for 
paintings depicting 
Africa. That’s right; 
some artists are 
specializing in 
painting custom 
scenes on the ears 
brought back by 
trophy hunters. It 
seems that since 
importing an 
elephant’s tusk ivory 
is illegal, the current 
trophy room display 
is an ear with a 
painting.

Now, the purpose of bringing this 
up is not to lobby against bringing 
back the ears.  After all, the elephant 
has already been killed by the trophy hunter. Rather, the practice will be used to introduce the 
impact of trophy hunting on the evolutionary process. Many of us have intuitively believed that the 
practice of killing the biggest or most impressive animal in a population for the purpose of display, 
was damaging to the genetic makeup of a species.  However, believing something intuitively is 
not science.  But now there is a scientific study supporting this belief. Dr. Christopher Darimont, 
an evolutionary ecologist at the University of California at Santa Cruz, suggests that,  “Harvested 
organisms are the fastest-changing organisms of their kind in the wild, likely because we take

   
Botswana, Africa 2008   
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such high proportions of a population and target 
the largest [individuals]” (see citation below).  
“It’s an ideal recipe for rapid trait change.” 
Darimont’s findings are based on a meta-
analysis of 34 scientific studies that tracked 
29 species in a total of 40 different geographic 
systems. The average rate of change was three 
times as fast as comparable changes seen in un-
hunted populations of these species. 

Ironically, some fish and wildlife management 
policies contribute to the rapid pace of trait 
changes. For example, “Hunters are instructed 
not to take smaller animals or those with 
smaller horns. This is counter to patterns 
of natural predation, and now we’re seeing 
the consequences of this management,” said 
Darimont.  In Alberta, Canada, targeting the 
largest specimens of bighorn sheep has resulted 
in a 20% decline in horn length and body mass 
over the last 30 years. Darimont claims that we 
can expect similar results for other populations 
favored by trophy hunters. 

Andrew Hendry, an evolutionary biologist at 
McGill University in Montreal, Canada says, “It 
was well known that hunting and fishing, which 
often target the largest individuals, can cause 
species to become smaller and mature more 
quickly. However, Darimont’s study is the first to 
show that this effect occurs for species ranging 
from cod to caribou, and that these species 
change far more quickly than they otherwise 
would.” 

There has been anecdotal evidence that human 
predation dramatically alters population 

characteristics. For example, on my recent trip to 
Botswana and Zambia, our guide pointed out a 
herd of elephants with many tuskless animals and 
commented on the changes he has seen in his 25 
years on the job. He told us he never sees any “big 
tuskers” anymore.  This herd’s behavior seemed 
more anxious than others we had observed. Since 
tusk size relates directly to the ability to defend 
the herd, our guide surmised that smaller tusks 
as well as lack of tusks were the reason for this 
behavior.

Smaller tusks can be attributed to the practice 
of trophy and ivory hunters taking only the 
elephants with the largest tusks. Now, with the 
trade in elephant ivory banned,  illegal harvesting 
is directed only to animals with tusks. Newsweek 
reports (January 3, 2009, Project Green by Lily 
Huang) tuskless elephants, once a fluke that 
comprised about 2 percent of the population of 
African elephants, are not sought by poachers 
(since ivory is their real quarry).  As a result, 
tuskless elephants  breed more frequently than 
tusked elephants and now make up 38 percent of 
one Zambian population. This is only one example of 
how trophy hunting could alter species behavior. 

The purpose of this article  is  not  to  condemn  
hunting or commercial harvesting of animals.  
However, the practice of trophy hunting, when the 
purpose is to kill the best specimen for  display, is 
destructive to the   survival of a species. The practice 
results in selection of genetic characteristics of 
less fit animals, which may accelerate the decline 
of a species. This practice is the reverse of natural 
predation, which removes the least fit individuals 
from a gene pool.

Faculty can use the research reported by 
Darimont et al. to engage students in a discussion 
of the consequences of human predation such 
as commercial harvesting, fish and wildlife 
management practices, and trophy hunting. The 
question might be phrased as, “If  Darimont’s 
conclusions are valid, how can we mitigate the 
impact on those species that are the prey of the 
human predator?”

_____________________________________
Darimont, C.T., S.M. Carlson, M.T. Kinnison, 
P.C. Paquet, T.E. Reimchen, and C.C. Wilm-
ers. 2009. Human predators outpace other 
agents of trait change. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences  106: 952-954



Volume 4, Issue 2
 Page 3

Spring ̀09 Vol.6 No.3 

Over the last six years, a management controversy 
has taken place concerning California sea lions and 
salmon below the Bonneville Dam on the Columbia 
River. As the arguments about the sea lions feeding 
on returning salmon headed to their spawning 

The NCSR Newsletter over the last four years 
has periodically reported on this long, drawn out 
debate. At one point, sea lion C-404, dubbed 
“Cecil” by the press, entered the fish counting 
chamber and flipped a flipper at the shocked 

counters. Later, a  
million dollar gate 
failed to block 
sea lions from 
entering the fish 
ladder. Within 
one day after 
being lowered, 
sea lions were 
happily swimming 
with and eating 
salmon on the 
upstream side of 
the gate. Attempts 
to trap sea lions 
were also less 
than successful. In 
2008, six sea lions 
were accidentally 
trapped and found 

dead when they overheated inside floating cages 
set by state officials.  

After years of trying various methods of 
harassment to drive the sea lions back 
downstream, wildlife officials were determined 
to implement a lethal removal plan. State and 
federal officials say they had done all they 
could to stop protected  California sea lions from 
munching on threatened salmon at the base of the 
dam, including pyrotechnics, beanbag  rounds 
fired from shotguns and traps. In February 2009, 
after several delays, the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Ninth Circuit refused to grant a further stay 
of NOAA’s approval of lethal removal. 

California Sea Lion eating a Salmonid
Photo: NOAA

Continued on page 6

Federal Court Rejects Sea Lions Stay 
By Lester Reed

grounds heated-up, it was left up to a federal court 
to decide how to resolve the matter.  Although the  
request for lethal removal of the offending sea lions 
by Washington, Oregon and Idaho was approved by 
NOAA Fisheries Service, the decision was appealed 
to the federal courts. The salmon in question, 
mostly spring Chinook and Steelhead, are listed as 
threatened species. On the other hand, California 
sea lions, although not threatened or endangered, 
are protected by the Marine Mammal Protection 
Act. Sport fishermen, Native American tribes, and 
the states support lethal removal of the animals. 
On the opposing side,  is a coalition of conservation 
groups led by The Humane Society of the United 
States arguing against the killing of the sea lions.
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Outreach to the community is one of the 
important functions of faculty. Outreach 
involves efforts to develop interest and 
support for activities and issues, to recruit 
students to college programs, to support 
teachers in the K-12 programs, and 
simply to provide informal educational 
opportunities for citizens. Meeting the 
needs of these diverse groups presents a 
challenge for faculty. One approach is to 
provide a presentation that can be tailored 
to different audiences using images from 
selected ecosystems. Faculty can use 
the information provided to weave an 
appropriate narrative. 

To support this flexible outreach effort, 
NCSR is developing a series of  Pictorial Presentations in  PowerPoint 
format. These presentations feature photos of the landscape, plants and 
animals of selected  areas. The photographs for these  presentations 

are provided by Lester Reed, NCSR’s Director and an amatuer wildlife photographer. The presentations 
are supported by instructor notes designed to assist users in developing narratives appropriate  to the 
audience. The  first presentation is  now available . Poles Apart  features  photos of the Arctic  and 

Antarctic  emphasizing 
the differences in the 
environment, flora 
and fauna of these 
two regions as well as 
the reasons for these 
differences.

NCSR Pictorial Presentations
Article and Photography by Lester Reed

Antarctic Fur Seals
Peterson Island, Antarctica 

Polar Bear on Sea Ice
Svalvard Archipelago
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Several other presentations are in development. They include:

Safari in Southern Africa: A photo safari in the game reserves of Botswana and Zambia bring the viewer 
up-close to the wildlife of the region. 

The West, the Columbia River and Monterey Bay: A visual trip up “The Great River of The West” and the 
diverse marine mammals of the Monterey Bay area in California.

The Birds of Southern Africa: 
A presentation designed to 
illustrate many of the birds 
found in freshwater and 
savanna habitats. 

Future presentations will 
feature the brown bears of 
the Katmai National Park 
and Preserve, Alaska and 
winter wildlife in Yellowstone 
National Park including the 
wolves of the Lamar Valley.

Pictorial Presentations are 
available on the NCSR website 
www.ncsr.org. We invite you 
to visit the site and view these 
outreach tools as they become 
available.

Leopard      
Lower Zambezi Game Reserve, Zambia 

Humpback Whale
Monterey Bay, CaliforniaLilac Breasted Roller

Okavango Delta, Zambia
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In March, the first sea lion was euthanized after 
being captured. It was on a list of 73 animals 
identified as “habitual offenders.” The current 
federally-approved plan allows killing of up 
to 85 sea lions. A second animal was killed 
later in the month. Both animals suffered 
from a viral lesion, indicating a form of cancer 
that could have spread to other animals. 
State veterinarians said this health problem 
precluded the transfer of these animals to the 
Chicago Zoo, which agreed to take several 
healthy animals for its exhibits. By the end of 
April, seventeen sea lions had been trapped. 
Seven sea lions were subjected to “lethal 
removal”, the term officials prefer to use 
versus “killed” or “euthanized.” Additionally, 
five animals have been transferred to zoos. 
The remaining five were found “not guilty of 
salmon predation” and were released. 

As in previous NCSR articles, the purpose 
of presenting this information is to provide 
faculty with an ongoing environmental issue 
that can be used in instruction. In this case, the 
sea lion versus salmon controversy is ideally 
suited to NCSR teaching modules Evaluation 
of Media Coverage of an Environmental Issue 
or Town Meeting: an Approach to Exploring 
Environmental Issues. Both modules can be 
downloaded from our website www.ncsr.org. 

Continued from page 3

Human Impacts on 
Marine Fisheries Institute

NCSR’s 2009 Professional Development Institute has 
drawn a crowded field of applicants - nearly double 
the number of highly qualified college natural 
resource faculty than can be accommodated, have 
applied. The applicants are from 12 states throughout 
the U.S. from coast to coast, including heartland 
states such as Nebraska and Wisconsin. Based on the 
narratives that have accompanied the applications, 

there is a great need for 
marine science curriculum 

with a specific shortage of materials on the state 
and future of the world’s marine fisheries. NCSR is in 
the process of filling this void not only via the 2009 
institute, but also by publishing a series of classroom-
ready modules that address the topic. Nine modules 
are in the final stages of development covering topics 
such as the causes for decline of marine fisheries and 
the role of marine reserves in fisheries management.

Reef Habitat
Marine Photobank
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