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604-940-9296    

Next Meeting: Tuesday, October 1st   

Benediction Lutheran Church, 6th Avenue and 56th Street, Tsawwassen. 

A short business meeting at 7:30, a break for tea and coffee, followed by our speaker.  
 

 

 

RON LONG 

 

The Amazing game parks of 
Namibia and Botswana 

This talk will include points of 
natural history interest throughout 
Namibia, including the highest sand 
dunes in the world, but will 
concentrate on the incredible bird 
and animal diversity of Etosha and 
Chobe National Parks. These are 
among the best game viewing 
parks in Africa, and a visit there is 
full of surprises. 

 
Namibia Wiretail 



 

Ron Long was a photographer at SFU 
for thirty-six years. Now retired Ron 
travels the world searching out wildlife 
hot spots. His trip to Namibia and 
Botswana was the best yet. He now 
takes more pictures than he ever did 
while working at it full time. 

Closer to home, Ron has worked for the 
last nine years to preserve Pink 
Mountain, one of his favourite  

  

wildflower locations in the far north of 
BC. During his brief periods at home, 
Ron enjoys giving talks about his 
experiences to interested groups. 

Ron is past president of the Native Plant 
Society of BC, is active in the Vancouver 
Natural History Society and is on the 
Board of the Alpine Garden Club.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pelican - Namibia 

 

 



 

 

 

Namibia Skimmer  



SPEAKERS 

Oct:  Ron Long – Birds, Plants and Animals of Namibia and Botswana 
Nov:  Sean Boyd, Canadian Wildlife Service – Wetlands 
Dec:  David Hoar and Noreen Rudd – Birding Adventures in South Africa  

 

NOTICES 

The Annual General Meeting will be held on November 4th. 

**** Do you have an interest in the directions, activities, and 
operations of the Delta Naturalists’ Society? 

As announced in the September 
newsletter, Elizabeth Perrin and Chris 
McVittie, have put forth their 
resignations.  

We are looking for two good people – 
our club is full of them! – to join the 
other members of the Board of 
Directors. 

Can you commit to one meeting a 
month to discuss these issues? 
 

The responsibilities of the Board include:  

- Book-keeping and financial 

accountability 

- Ensuring adherence to non-profit 

status regulations and legality 

 

- Setting short and long-term goals and 
objectives 

- Writing and storage of minutes. This 
can be a shared position. Also, minutes 
can be quite brief. 

- Selecting new Board members to 
ensure continuity 
 
In the best functioning clubs such as 
ours, Board members fully understand 
the aims of the Society, operate in a 
calm and professional way, and enjoy 
each others’ company. 
 
Being on the Board of Directors 
promises to be a rewarding activity! 

 

Many members volunteer in numerous ways, all very much 
appreciated. Can you help, too? 

 

Reminder: DNS Annual Membership dues for 2019/20 were due on Sept. 1. Please renew if you 

have not already done so. 

 



              Geof Hacker  



WELCOME TO NEW MEMBERS 
 
 

Vicki Huntington   Ladner 
 
Kathryn Milligan & Debbi Hlady - 
Tsawwassen 

 

Lindly Lieu & Chris Morris, Surrey 
 
Larry Colero, Tsawwassen 
 
Pamela Mason, Ladner 

 
 
 
 
 

.  

  Wandering Tattler Sept 02/19      Roger Meyer



DELTA NATS BIRDING OUTINGS 

 

These are preliminary – please check https://dncb.wordpress.com/2019_dncb_outings/ for updates. 

Meeting times & places are posted on the DNCB Home Page 

 

 

Tue Oct 1 White Rock Pier & Blackie Spit  

Tue Oct 8 Brunswick Point 

Tue Oct 15 Jericho Beach Park 

Tue Oct 22    Reifel Island via Ferry & TFN 

Lands 

Tue Oct 29    Whidbey Island, Pt Townsend/ 

Fort Casey/Deception Pass  

& Rosario Beach 

Tue Nov 5 Iona Regional Park 

Tue Nov 12 Boundary Bay at 104th St. 

Tue Nov 19 Tsawwassen Ferry Causeway 

and Reifel 

Tue Nov 26 Blaine & Semiahmoo Spit 

Tue Dec 3 Terra Nova 

Wed Dec 11 Birds on the Bay outing 

Boundary Bay Regional Park 

Tue Dec 17 Burnaby Mountain 

Tue Dec 24 cancelled.  

 

Welcome Back Winter Birds of Delta Celebration October 20 
 
 
Bird Studies Canada and West Coast Seeds are organizing a Winter Birds of Delta Celebration in 
Ladner on October 20th. The event will seek to engage families, gardeners and birders. 
 
From 12 to 1 there will be tours at the West Coast Seeds Farm on 34B Ave to showcase some of 
the local actions being taken there and provide insight into how participants can implement these 
actions either on the farm or around the home.  
 
From 1 to 5 at Harris Barn there will be a mix of educational displays and events with some arts 
and craft type activities.   
 
Delta Nats will have a display of bird related items, including a Barn Owl box and owl pellet 
dissection. There will be an exhibit of photos of Delta birds.  
 
During the afternoon there will be some short talks on gardening, birds, etc. Jocelyn Demers may 
screen his new film "The Future of Birds". 
 
Please plan to attend this event. When more information is available it will be emailed to DNS 
members. 
 

 

https://dncb.wordpress.com/2019_dncb_outings/
https://dncb.wordpress.com/


What you can do to save the birds 

 

 

(Jay McGowan/Macaulay Library at Cornell Lab of Ornithology) 

 

A new study, led by Ken Rosenberg at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, has found there are 

three billion fewer birds in North America than there were in 1970. The Canadian and U.S. 

researchers behind the study say that habitat loss is likely the main cause, and conservation can 

make a difference, as shown by the increased populations of waterfowl and birds of prey. 

But besides lobbying the government and donating money to conservation groups, there are also 

individual actions people can take to help protect birds. 

Here are seven things the researchers, and the bird conservation and research groups that support 

them, suggest through their website 3billionbirds.org. 

Reduce the chance that birds will hit windows. Use film, paint or string to break up reflections to 

prevent daytime collisions. And turn lights out at night. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/bird-population-decline-1.5288454
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/bird-population-decline-1.5288454
https://www.3billionbirds.org/


Keep cats indoors. Cats are the second-highest human-related cause of bird declines after habitat 

loss, the researchers say. Keep cats indoors, or in an enclosed "catio" or on a leash when outdoors. 

Replace your lawn with native plants. Native plants can provide shelter, nesting areas and food for 

birds — such as nectar, seeds and berries — that grass doesn't. You can find more info on "greener" 

lawn alternatives here. 

Avoid pesticides. Pesticides can harm seed-eating birds that accidentally eat treated seeds, as well 

as indirectly damage insect-eating birds by killing their food source. 

Buy shade-grown coffee. To grow coffee in the sun, farmers often clear forests that migratory birds 

need for food and shelter. Shade-grown coffee preserves that forest. The Smithsonian Migratory Bird 

Center has even created a certification for "bird-friendly coffee" that includes organic and fair-trade 

standards. 

Cut back on plastics. Studies show that at least 80 seabird species mistake plastic for food, the 

researchers say.  

Watch birds and help track them. Anyone can participate in citizen science projects like Project 

FeederWatch, the Christmas Bird Count or the Breeding Bird Survey, which was key to generating 

the data in the study. Apps like eBird can make it easy to submit your everyday sightings. You 

can learn more about nature apps here. We've also talked about their use in saving the bees in a 

previous issue. 

— Emily Chung   CBC Online September 19, 2019 

 

 

 

Window Film 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/cats-the-no-1-killer-of-birds-in-canada-1.3130437
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/what-on-earth-newsletter-garden-lawn-1.5200383
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/neonicotinoids-birds-seeds-1.5281002
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/bees-birds-may-suffer-long-term-consequences-from-common-pesticides-1.2786859
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/citizen-science-nature-apps-1.5214817
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/what-on-earth-newsletter-save-bees-smartphone-1.5225190


All Buffleheads Day: real time in a natural planetary calendar. 

 

 
Chris McVittie 

 

This outline is based on the scientific writings and observations of biologist K.J. Finley and could not have 

been written or developed without his 22-year contribution and observations. Kerry lives on Roberts Bay in 

Sidney BC.  

1.0 What are Buffleheads? Buffleheads (Bucephala albeola) are a small, black and white sea 

duck, with splendid iridescent colours. In summer, they inhabit the aspen parkland belt of 

Western Canada into Alaska.  

 

Buffleheads are strictly dependent on a woodpecker, the Northern Flicker, and have 

evolved their small size to fit the entrance to its nest cavity, usually in a Trembling Aspen.  

 

Buffleheads have a complex social structure and highly evolved society in which parental 

care is extended to both sexes.  

 

2.0 Bufflehead Migration Buffleheads migrate in family units headed by monogamous 

matriarchs and patriarchs. Because of their small size and specialized life, Buffleheads are 

physiologically constrained by weather and the timing of freeze-up and melt of their ponds.  

 

Buffleheads begin migration at dusk, leaving only under certain weather conditions. 

Buffleheads migrate synchronously, precisely and overnight from coast to coast, with the 

continental migration divide around the apex of Palliser’s Triangle, near the 110th Meridian 

(Alberta-Saskatchewan border) at the congruence of the Great Western Flyway.  

 

Bufflehead migrations are not merely punctual, they are precisely so, revealing order 

behind the apparent “veil of chaos” of weather. Although Buffleheads are renowned as 

Nocturnal Storm Riders, they are, more particularly, Surfers of Planetary Waves. Large-

scale multivariate weather models of bird migration can, at best, explain about 76% of 

timing and volume. The “Buffgorhythm”, based on planetary waves, lunar cycles and 

weather variables, explains more than 99.5% of Bufflehead migration phenology.  

 

3.0 All Buffleheads Day. All Buffleheads Day, the 297th day of the solar year (typically October 

15th) is a scientific constant based on 22 years of observation in Shoal Harbour Migratory 

Sanctuary, in Sidney BC on southeastern Vancouver Island in the Salish Sea.  



The variation around All Buffleheads Day (ABD) is very small (+/- 3.8 days). This precision 

may be a world record in timing; but, more importantly, the variation is nonrandom and 

predictable.  

 

The prediction for 2019 ABD is an early appearance, favouring October 13th; with a late 

first wave of October 29th, and a normal last wave around November 7-8th.  

 

Although celebrated only here in the Capital Region District, ABD is a national event 

because all Buffleheads migrate synchronously from coast to coast. Their migration is an 

international, circumpolar phenomenon because weather and climate have no boundaries, 

and it’s universal because planetary waves are just that.  

 

4.0 The Science of All Buffleheads Day Remarkably, Buffleheads have never appeared on the 

day before ABD, hereafter referred to as Null Bufflehead Day or NBD. NBD represents the 

invisible planetary signal that Buffleheads are responding to. Long-wavelength (ca 2500 

km) planetary waves travel slowly eastward, occurring in quasi-resonant frequencies, 

around the lunar cycle, increasing in amplitude after NBD. Thus, Null Bufflehead Day 

represents a real date in a natural calendar, the constant, resonant, planetary 

phenomenon, that explains ABD.  

All Buffleheads Day is the first day after NBD in a natural, planetary calendar.  

 

After ABD, Buffleheads arrive in two waves associated with increasing amplitude of the 

planetary waves, in resonance with the lunar cycle, creating stormy weather. One of the 

codes behind “Buffgorhythm” is: early bird = late first wave.  

 

The Great Bufflehead Crash of November 4th, 1940 was caused by a major El Nino event 

and its interaction with the hydrology and chemistry of Big Quill Lake, a saline sea in 

Saskatchewan. This Crash presaged major weather catastrophes that followed: for 

example, the collapse of the Tacoma Bridge and the Armistice Day Blizzard. 

 

 
              Suzanne Huot  



 

 

 

 

October 19th, Saturday, 8am, Native Plant Gardens Work Party (participate in all, 1 or 2) 

8am - Meet at the White Rock Native Plant Demonstration Garden, 14970 Marine Drive, to do a 
short clean up (planting) 

9:30 – Meet at the Dart’s Hill Native Plant Garden (park in the Dart’s Hill Garden lot off 16th Ave. 
and 16900 block) for a cleanup (planting) 

11:15 – Meet at the Little Campbell Forest Trail, 1284 184th St to do a cleanup. 

Dress for the weather, bring a preferred trowel and gloves if you like, refreshments / tools 
provided. Contact Marg, blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca  

Friends of Semiahmoo Bay Society Needs Volunteers for the following: 

School classroom presentations (retired teachers) – late September thru June, give school 
presentations during school hours, optional to lead walk; equipment provided, 
contact  edoutreach@birdsonthebay.ca 

Enjoy gardening? We need volunteers with an appreciation and interest in native plants to 
assist with small native plant demonstration garden projects: Dart’s Hill Garden; White Rock 
foreshore; Little Campbell hatchery, contact Marg, blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca 

Beach Hero Marine Interpretive program - assist with program applicants in March, April, 
assist with supervision, scheduling of events & walks, promotion. 

Distribute brochures, post occasional poster, contact Marg, blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca 

  

mailto:blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca
mailto:edoutreach@birdsonthebay.ca
mailto:blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca
mailto:blueheron@birdsonthebay.ca


NATURE VANCOUVER 

 

We are a Vancouver, BC-based nature organization with a focus on education and outdoor activities. 

We offer a variety of activities including an EVENING SPEAKER SERIES from September to April, 
WORKSHOPS, walks and hikes throughout the year, backpacking and camping TRIPS, an annual 
SUMMER CAMP, and more. 

We have individual Sections that provide a greater focus in specific areas of nature including 
BIRDING, BOTANY, CONSERVATION, GEOLOGY,  MARINE BIOLOGY and PHOTOGRAPHY. 

Whether you are just discovering the natural beauty of Vancouver and BC or are an experienced 
naturalist, we know you will enjoy the atmosphere and camaraderie of Nature Vancouver. 

  

Oct 2019 

  

03/Oct/2019 
7:30 pm - 9:30 pm 

Oiled Wildlife Response 
Parish Hall of St. Mary’s (Kerrisdale) Anglican Church, Vancouver BC 

 
06/Oct/2019 
 
11:00 am - 3:00 pm 

Mushroom and Old-growth Forest Ecology Walk - Cypress Provincial Park  

 
10/Oct/2019 
7:30 pm - 9:30 pm 

Bringing Life Back to a Forest in India: A Conservation Success Story 
Unitarian Centre (Hewett Hall), Vancouver BC 

 
12/Oct/2019 
9:00 am - 12:00 pm 

Half-day Birding Field Trip at Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary 
Reifel Bird Sanctuary, Ladner British Columbia 

17/Oct/2019 
7:00 pm - 9:30 pm 

Flora of the Robson Valley 
Unitarian Centre (Hewett Hall), Vancouver BC 

19/Oct/2019 
2:00 pm - 4:00 pm 

Fascinating Fungi 
Lighthouse Park, West Vancouver BC 

 
20/Oct/2019 
9:30 am - 11:30 am 

Marine Mammal Rescue Centre Visit  

24/Oct/2019 
7:30 pm - 9:00 pm 

Convergent Corallines: Evolution and Biomechanics in Calcified Red Algae - Dr. 
Kyra Janot 
Unitarian Centre (Hewett Hall), Vancouver BC 

 
Reifel bird Sanctuary  

http://www.naturevancouver.ca/evening-programs/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/workshops/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/field-trips/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/summer-camps/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/birding/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/botany/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/conservation/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/geology/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/marine-biology/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/photography/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/oiled-wildlife-response/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/mushroom-and-old-growth-forest-ecology-walk-cypress-provincial-park/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/bringing-back-life-in-the-forest-a-conservation-success-through-turbulence-and-uncertainties/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/half-day-birding-field-trip-at-reifel-migratory-bird-sanctuary-2/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/%f0%9f%8c%bfflora-of-the-robson-valley/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/fascinating-fungi/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/marine-mammal-rescue-centre-visit/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/coraline-algae-dr-kyra-janot/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/coraline-algae-dr-kyra-janot/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/%f0%9f%8c%bfflora-of-the-robson-valley/
https://naturevancouver.ca/events/%f0%9f%8c%bfflora-of-the-robson-valley/


LANGLEY FIELD NATURALISTS 

LANGLEY FIELD NATURALISTS FIELD TRIPS SCHEDULE 

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER 2019 

Check http://www.langleyfieldnaturalists.org/lfn_website_005.htm for further 

information on these outings.  

October 12th, Saturday – Irene Pearce Trail 
Leader: Ryan Usenik 
9:00 am in the parking lot on 224th at 5th Avenue 

Phone 604 530 3257 to let us know to expect you. 
 

October 19th, Saturday - Skagit Valley Provincial Park 
Leaders Al & Jude Grass 
8:45 Flood Hope Rd. at Silver Skagit Road 
Phone 604 219 2043 to let us know to expect you. 
 

October 25th, Friday - George Reifel Bird Sanctuary 
9:30 am at the Sanctuary Gift Shop 
Leader: Al Grass 
Phone 604 576-6831 to let us know to expect you. 
 

November 2nd, Saturday, 8th Avenue Trail 
Leader: Bob Puls 
9:00 am at 1062 – 256th Street. 
Phone 604-856-7534 to let us know to expect you. 
 
November 7th, Thursday - Blackie Spit, Crescent Beach, Surrey 
Leader: Gareth Pugh 
9:00 am.  Crescent Beach Pier, (across from the parking lot by the outdoor 
swimming pool). 
Join Gareth as he takes us on his volunteer bird survey for "Friends of Semiahmoo 
Bay Society" (Birds on the Bay) and he will tell you how you can participate in 
"citizen science” to which anyone can contribute. 

Phone 604-576-6831 to let us know to expect you. 

 
November 30th, Saturday - Brydon Lagoon 
Leader: Keith Chrystall 
9am at the 53rd Avenue parking lot near 198A Street, Langley. 
Phone 604-427-3725 to let us know to expect you. 
 

December 11th, Wednesday - Blaine & Drayton Harbour 
Leader: Gareth Pugh 
9:00 am at Blaine Marine Park (see web site for directions) 
Phone 604-576-6831 to let us know to expect you. 
Map to Blaine Harbour 

http://www.langleyfieldnaturalists.org/lfn_website_005.htm
https://www.google.ca/maps/place/Blaine+Harbor/@48.9947109,-122.7592769,15z/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x0:0x6757baa2c029fcaf


 

RECONNECTING WITH NATURE WITH DAVID COOK 

 

Sunday October 6th, 2019 

Mushroom and old-growth forest ecology walk in Cypress Provincial Park 

A joint event for Friends of Cypress Provincial Park Society (www.cypresspark.ca) and Nature 
Vancouver (www.naturevancouver.ca). Membership in those societies is not required. 

Walk leader and Interpreter: David Cook. 

Registration is required: Because of a need to limit the size of the group and because the 
event may be rescheduled due to weather or other unforeseen circumstances, registration is 
required. Contact David at cookeco2@yahoo.com to register. 

Meeting time, duration and location: 11:00 am at the entrance to the Black Mountain Lodge 
of Cypress Provincial Park. (NOT the new Cypress Creek Lodge). Approximately four hours. There 
is no bus service available so if you need a lift contact David and an attempt will be made to 
arrange a lift among other registrants. 

Description of event: The walk will take us through the Yew Lake area and the old-growth 
forest grove where we will talk about wetland ecology and old-growth forest ecology. We will then 
proceed along the Pump-house Road to view plants such as sun-dew along a seepage area. Then 
part-way along the upper Sunset trail to look for the mushrooms that will be “blooming” at that 
time of the year. 

Saturday October 19th, 2019 

Fascinating fungi: Learn about the role of fungi in our forests and how to safely identify them. 

A joint event for Lighthouse Park Preservation Society (www.lpps.ca) and Nature Vancouver 
(www.naturevancouver.ca). Membership in these societies is not required. 
 
Walk leader and Interpreter: David Cook. 

Registration is required: Because of a need to limit the size of the group and because the 
event may be rescheduled due to weather or other unforeseen circumstances, registration is 
required. Contact David at cookeco2@yahoo.com to register. 

Meeting time, duration and location: 2:00 pm at upper kiosk in the car park of Lighthouse 
Park, West Vancouver. Approximately two hours. 

For those travelling by bus use the 250 Horseshoe Bay bus and alight at the Marine Drive/Beacon 
Lane stop. 

Terrain and elevation gain: We will be walking along well-maintained trails at a very slow pace 

looking for and talking about the mushrooms that we find. No significant elevation gains. 

 

http://www.cypresspark.ca/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/
mailto:cookeco2@yahoo.com
http://www.lpps.ca/
http://www.naturevancouver.ca/
mailto:cookeco2@yahoo.com


CORRESPONDENCE 
 

 
City of Delta Notice:  

 
12th Avenue Pump Station Replacement 

 
Boundary Bay Regional Park & Parking Lot Impacts 

 

The 12 Avenue Pump Station Replacement Project began on September 16, 2019. 
The parking lot located at 12 Ave and Boundary Bay Rd and a portion of dyke will 
be closed during construction due to safety concerns; however, pedestrian and 
cyclist access will remain open. The parking lot will be used by the contractor as a 
staging area. Please be aware of small construction equipment along the dike. 

Roadside parking will be available along 12 Avenue  
 
http://www.delta.ca/your-government/delta%27s-projects/12-avenue-pump-station-replacement-project 

 
 

           
Caspian Tern           Brian Avemt                Yellow Warbler      Terrance Carr 

 

 
At Iona Regional Park, September 18th        Tony Mitra 

http://www.delta.ca/your-government/delta%27s-projects/12-avenue-pump-station-replacement-project


POINTS TO PONDER 

FROM: Cosmos: The Science of Everything 
BIOLOGY 04 JULY 2019 

These scientists don’t think plants think 
 

Stephen Fleischfresser assesses the latest views on an enduringly 
controversial idea. 

 

 

What are you thinking? And what are they thinking? There’s continuing debate about the concept 
of plant consciousness. 
CREDIT: THOMAS BARWICK / GETTY IMAGES 

 

A surprisingly old idea, the notion that plants 
have consciousness, is facing renewed 
scepticism and scrutiny. 

In the pages of Trends in Plant Science, a 
group of scientists put the controversial ideas 
of “plant neurobiology” under the 
microscope, in particular singling out plant 
consciousness for some wilting criticism. 

A central precept in the Enlightenment of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was 
that the natural world and everything in it 
was akin to a machine; life was simply 
clockwork, governed by laws and 
mathematically predictable. 

The Romantic movement of the early 
nineteenth century saw a shift away from this 
world of automatons to a new vista of vital 
living things. In particular, 

German Naturphilosophie, or philosophy of 
nature, understood the world holistically, 
bringing together mind and spirit and nature 
into a tight weave. 

During this period, modern biology as we 
know it began to form, presenting something 
new from the unending taxonomy of previous 
centuries. Amongst these new biologists were 
those who saw in the realm of plants, 
creatures with consciousness and feelings. 

The idea stuck, and like so many notions in 
biology, plant consciousness finds a place in 
the writings of Charles Darwin too. 

His 1880 work, The Power of Movement in 
Plants, has at its end a passage in which 
Darwin suggests that the tips of a plant’s 
roots are analogous in function to the brains 

https://cosmosmagazine.com/topics/biology
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2019.05.008
http://darwin-online.org.uk/EditorialIntroductions/Freeman_ThePowerofMovementinPlants.html


of lower animals. The shadow of this analogy 
has cast long indeed. 

The idea that plants might be conscious has 
found renewed vigour since a 2006 
paper heralded the arrival of a new subfield 
of botany known as plant neurobiology (PN). 

PN researchers have argued that there are 
parallels between electrical signalling in 
plants and the nervous systems of animals, 
and even for a botanical equivalent of the 
nervous system based around hormones 
belonging to the auxin class acting like 
neurotransmitters. They hold that plants have 
intelligence, intention and can even learn. 
Some have revived Darwin’s idea that a root 
tip is a “brain-like command centre”. 

But these ideas have not been received 
enormously well. Indeed, one of the authors 
of the current paper was among the many 
scientists to sign a letter published in 
2007 arguing that plant neurobiology was a 
field without a subject of study: that is, plants 
simply don’t have neurobiology. 

That author, Lincoln Taiz of the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, US, along with seven 
other colleagues from various international 
institutions, has now published a critical 
review of the state of play of the field of plant 
neurobiology. And the title says it all: “Plants 
neither possess nor require consciousness.” 

Taiz and colleagues survey several problems 
with PN, from the philosophical to the 
experimental. They argue that plant 
behaviour, initiated by internal electrical 
signalling, which is used, in part, for 
messaging across the large distances of the 
organism, are genetically preprogramed. 

These behaviours have been mistakenly 
anthropomorphised, understood by projecting 
human traits on to non-human organisms, by 
PN researchers. In seeing something human 
in a plant’s reactions, advocates of PN have 
erroneously concluded that plants must have 
intention, intelligence and consciousness. The 
danger of this, says Taiz, “is that it 
undermines the objectivity of the researcher”. 

Similarly, they dismiss, or more carefully 
parse, the significance of a number of key 
experimental findings in the field, concluding 
that much of PN’s empirical backing is far 
more equivocal that advocates admit. 

One person the authors single out for special 
attention is Monica Gagliano, an evolutionary 
ecologist from the University of Sydney. 
Gagliano has published attention-grabbing 
papers detailing the results of experiments 
purporting to show learning in plants. 

One of her experiments involved habituation, 
“a decrease in a behavioural response with 
repeated stimulation that does not involve 
either sensory adaptation or motor fatigue” 
that is considered the most basic form of 
learning in animals. 

Specimens of the plant Mimosa pudica, which 
rapidly folds its leaves in response to 
mechanical stimulus, was dropped repeatedly 
and was shown to eventually stop rolling its 
leaves after a time. It had seemingly become 
habituated. The plants were then shaken, 
only to display the rolling response once 
more, a result that supposedly rules out 
motor fatigue. The experiment subsequently 
was used to support the claim of animal-like-
learning in plants. 

But Taiz sees problems with the experimental 
design. "The shaking was actually quite 
violent,” he says, “Because the shaking 
stimulus was stronger than the dropping 
stimulus, it doesn't definitively rule out 
sensory adaptation, which doesn't involve 
learning.” He sees similar problems with 
Gagliano’s work purportedly showing 
Pavlovian classical conditioning in pea plants, 
another form of learning only seen in higher 
animals. 

But Gagliano sees in these experimental 
results the necessary hints that plant 
consciousness exists, writing about it in 
papers with provocative titles such as “Inside 
the Vegetal Mind: On the Cognitive Abilities 
of Plants”. Her passion is perhaps aided and 
abetted by her “her ideological connection 
with South American shamanic traditions”. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2006.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2006.06.009
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6439525_Plant_neurobiology_no_brain_no_gain
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6439525_Plant_neurobiology_no_brain_no_gain
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-01-15/researcher-teaching-plants-dog-tricks/10709530


Even if Gagliano is right about plant learning, 
that is no guarantee at all that this implies 
consciousness. 

Consciousness is the most baffling 
phenomenon on earth and philosophers refer 
to it as “the hard problem”. While we know 
that the physical brain underpins the 
conscious mind, there is an explanatory gap – 
an empty space where an explanation of how 
the latter arises from the former should fit. 

Nonetheless, we can get some idea of the 
necessary equipment an organism would 
need in order to evolve consciousness. 

“Recently,” write Taiz and his co-authors, 
“Todd E. Feinberg and Jon M. 
Mallatt conducted a broad survey of the 
anatomical, neurophysiological, behavioural, 
and evolutionary literature from which they 
were able to derive a consensus set of 
principles that allowed them to hypothesise 
how and when primary consciousness, the 

most basic type of sensory experience, 
evolved.” 

Based on their research “Feinberg and Mallatt 
concluded that the only animals that satisfied 
their criteria for consciousness were the 
vertebrates (including fish), arthropods (e.g., 
insects, crabs), and cephalopods (e.g., 
octopuses, squids).” 

Plants, notably, do not feature on this list. 

This leads Taiz to conclude that “if there are 
animals that don't have consciousness, then 
you can be pretty confident that plants, 
which don't even have neurons – let alone 
brains – don't have it either.” 

Although plants may not be conscious, the 
authors still hold that they “are nonetheless 
remarkable organisms, worthy of our 
admiration, respect, study, and efforts to 
conserve

”. 

 

STEPHEN FLEISCHFRESSER is a lecturer at the University of Melbourne's Trinity College and holds a 

PhD in the History and Philosophy of Science 

 

 

Picture Lake, Mt. Baker  David Hoar 

https://philpapers.org/rec/CHAFUT
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/ancient-origins-consciousness
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/ancient-origins-consciousness
https://cosmosmagazine.com/contributors/stephen-fleischfresser
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We’ve Lost One in Four Birds  
Since 1970 

ACROSS THE CONTINENT ,  NUMBERS HAVE PLUMMETED, EVEN AMONG 
COMMON SPECIES  

In less than a single lifetime, North 
America has lost more than one in four 
of its birds, according to a report in the 
world’s leading scientific journal. 

Published in Science by researchers at 
seven institutions, the findings show 
that 2.9 billion breeding adult birds have 
been lost since 1970, including birds in 
every ecosystem.  

The losses include iconic songsters such 
as Eastern and Western Meadowlarks 

(down by 139 million) and favorite birds 
at feeders, such as Dark-eyed Juncos 
(down by 168 million) and sweet-singing 
White-throated Sparrows (down by 93 
million).  

The disappearance of even common 
species indicates a general shift in our 
ecosystems’ ability to support basic 
birdlife, the scientists conclude. 

 

 

 
     Western Meadowlark            Jack MacDonald 

 

 

  
       House finch                Terrance Carr 

 
Dark eyed Junco Brian Avent 

 

 
             White Throated Sparrow          Roger Meyer 


