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Shiver their feathers
Birds, and other wildlife, have tricks to deal with bitter cold
When we experience frigid temperatures like those that descended upon us last week, it’s hard not
to marvel at the many adaptations
of animals and plants that get
them through this punishing season. Today, I’d like to take a look
at how some birds,
mammals and
trees cope with
winter.
When it comes
to winter bird survival, feathers are
the first line of
defense. They provide very efficient
insulation to
warm avian bodies, protecting
OUR
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rounding air. A
Drew
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muscles controls
each feather and
can both raise and lower it. Using
these muscles to fluff up their
feathers, birds create countless
tiny air spaces that drastically
reduce heat loss. This is the same
principle that explains why down
ski jackets are so warm.
Birds can further reduce heat
loss by burying bare body parts
into their feathers. For example,
they will often tuck their bills into
their shoulder feathers. As for
their legs, waterbirds will often
sleep with one leg held tightly up
against the body. Birds also have
an amazing network of blood vessels in their feet and legs that minimizes heat loss. Warm arterial
blood moving towards the bird’s
feet passes through a network of
small passages in close proximity
to the cold venous blood returning
to the heart. The system acts like a
radiator. Heat is exchanged from
the warm arterial blood to the cold
venous blood in such a way that
heat loss is minimal. The lower
parts of the feet are warmed just
enough to stop them from freezing.
Unless they are generating heat
through flight, birds must also continuously shiver to keep warm in
cold conditions. This happens even
while the bird sleeps. Shivering
produces heat at an amazing five
times the bird’s normal base rate.
However, when you consider that a
small bird needs to maintain its
core body temperature at about
42C, and that the surrounding air
may be more than 70C colder, a
great deal of fat must be burned to
fuel the shivering process. Therefore, the most important line of
defense for a small bird is to get
enough to eat during the day in
order to maintain fat reserves. A
chickadee, for example, only has
enough fuel to get through a single
night. If it is not able to feed the
following day, it will die.
Some birds can actually adjust
their internal body temperature
downward. This serves to reduce
the difference between the bird’s
body temperature and air temperatures, thus further reducing heat
loss. Less shivering is necessary
and fat reserves are used up at a
lower rate.
A chickadee, for instance, can
lower its core temperature from
42C to 30C during a long winter
night. The bird actually enters a
state of torpor and becomes temporarily unconscious.
The choice of the proper sleeping
quarters is also important in protection from the elements. Most
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Birds such as the chickadee
(above) have many interesting
adaptations to cope with the
rigours of winter.
Some birds such as the whitebreasted nuthatch (left) use
tree cavities as sleeping quarters
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songbirds, like cardinals, blue jays
and mourning doves, find appropriate sleeping quarters in dense
thickets of vegetation that afford
shelter from the wind. Evergreens
are especially popular with birds.
It has even been shown that the
dominant birds in a flock tend to
roost in the deepest, most sheltered parts of the tree, while the
least dominant birds are relegated
to areas more exposed to the wind.
This is why every bird-friendly
backyard should include some
evergreens.
Chickadees, nuthatches and
bluebirds are also known to take
shelter in tree cavities and even
nesting boxes at night. They will
sometimes huddle together, thereby sharing their own body heat. On
several occasions, I have even seen
a chickadee whose tail is still
crimped from a night spent
squeezed in some tight hollow.
However, sometimes it just gets
too cold, and birds do freeze. Bluebirds seem to be especially vulnerable.
The ultimate shelter seeker, however, is the ruffed grouse. These
birds will actually hurtle themselves into snow drifts for the night
and become completely enveloped
by the snow. Snow, of course, is a
very effective barrier against
extreme cold. Occasionally, a cross-

country skier or snowshoer will be
caught off guard when a grouse
explodes out of the snow.
As with birds, mammals can also
thank evolution for providing the
with a variety of means to deal
with cold and lack of food. Some
species become completely dormant, others simply sleep for
extended periods but awaken regularly, while yet a third group carries on with life pretty much as
usual.
Only a few mammals, such as
groundhogs and jumping mice, use
the complete dormancy strategy.
During its five month hibernation
period, a groundhog’s heart rate
falls from 100 beats per minute to
only 15 beats; its body temperature
plummets from 35C to 6C, and its
breathing is reduced to one breath
every six minutes!
A second group of mammals simply sleep for extended periods during the winter months. However,
they maintain near normal body
temperatures and awaken frequently. Chipmunks, for example,
spend the winter in their network
of underground chambers. They
sleep for two or three days, awaken
to have a snack in a chamber
where they diligently stored food
during the fall, take a bathroom
break in another chamber, and
then return to their sleeping quar-

ters. Raccoons and skunks do not
store food but rely mostly on body
fat for survival. In preparation,
both species feed heavily in the
fall. However, when temperatures
drop below freezing, raccoons and
skunks will sleep for long periods.
For their winter quarters, raccoons
will choose abandoned burrows,
hollow logs, culverts, and even
buildings. Skunks usually prefer a
chamber in the ground such as an
old groundhog hole. They will also
take refuge under man-made
structures. Both of these species
may become active again during
mild spells.
Bears, too, sleep away the winter
but can easily be awakened. A
sleeping bear’s body temperature
decreases only a few degrees. Its
heart rate, however, slows down
substantially. In addition, bears
don’t have to drink or urinate
while in this state of “torpor.” They
essentially shut off their kidneys.
If we were to do this, metabolic
waste, mostly urea, would accumulate in our blood and poison us.
Amazingly, dormant bears are able
to biochemically recycle urea from
their urine back into protein. In
this way, even though they are not
exercising, no loss of muscle tissue
occurs. Another amazing adaptation is that hibernating bears do
not appear to suffer from any signs

of osteoporosis (loss of bone mass),
even after months of inactivity.
Clearly, there are research implications here for improving human
health and fitness.
Many small mammals remain
active during the winter by taking
advantage of snow cover. Because
air is trapped amongst the
snowflakes as they fall, snow provides excellent insulation. In fact,
the temperature under a blanket of
snow does not usually fall below
freezing. In addition, the heat from
any animals under the snow is
trapped in what amounts to a cozy
“igloo.” Small mammals, such as
mice, shrews, and voles, are therefore able to remain active as they
search for plant and animal food in
a network of tunnels under the
snow.
Black squirrels, too, are active all
winter long, except on the coldest
days. When cached acorns or birdfeeder offerings don’t suffice, watch
for them feeding on keys, high up
in Manitoba and Norway maples.
It is also possible to see them
entering and exiting their wellinsulated tree nests (dreys) which
provide critical shelter on cold winter days and nights.
Trees also have to survive the
cold. Why is it that they don’t
freeze solid? As it turns out, all
trees actually do have a measurable “killing temperature.” This is
the temperature at which ice crystals form within cells, causing cell
death. Killing temperatures vary,
depending upon the species. This is
one reason why certain species
cannot survive in more northerly
areas. There are even differences
between populations of the same
species, and among different parts
of the same tree.
Protection from freezing can happen in several ways. These processes occur at the cellular level and
involve the physical properties of
water. One mechanism works like
antifreeze in your car. Trees are
actually able to concentrate sugars
in their cells to lower the freezing
point of any water that might be
present. They are also able to move
water from inside their cells and
relocate it between cells on tissue
surfaces. In this way, when the
water freezes and expands, it doesn’t burst the cells.
Formation of ice in a cell can also
be prevented by an amazing process known as “supercooling” of
water. In order for an ice crystal to
form, a nucleus such as a grain of
dust or some other impurity in the
water must be present. Once an
initial ice crystal has formed, other
water molecules lock onto it causing rapid growth of ice crystals.
However, when water is absolutely
pure, it can actually be cooled to 38
degrees C without freezing. Some
tree and shrub species have absolutely pure water within their cells
and can therefore avoid the formation of any damaging ice.
Next week, I’ll look at how reptiles, amphibians and insects manage to survive the winter season.
Drew Monkman is a Peterborough teacher and author of
Nature’s Year in the
Kawarthas. He can be reached
at dmonkman1@cogeco.ca.Visit
his website and see past
columns at www.
drewmonkman.com.
Karl Egressy is a Guelph
nature photographer. To see
more of his work and to contact
him, go to www.kegressy.com.

You can fight viruses for free . . . but be careful
Should you buy anti-virus
nect to it. It will also renand firewall software, or opt
der hidden spyware and
for free versions available
malicious programs on
on the Internet? This is a
your computer harmless by
dilemma that seems to face
denying them access to the
all Internet users at some
Internet.
time. A large part of the
There are numerous
decision will hinge on how
brands of anti-virus softconfident you feel about
ware, and an Internet
downloading and installing
security package will
free software, and avoiding
include a firewall as well.
ONLINE
any unwanted extras while
If you have a trial version
Ray Saitz
wading through some tricky
pre-installed on your commenus and choices. The
puter then you can go
advantage is that you could save a
online and buy a code to unlock the
significant amount of money.
program and allow it to function
There should be no question
without any limitations. Otherwise
about whether you need anti-virus
you can buy a CD at a computer
software and a firewall. The virus
store. While the installation will
scanner will prevent your computprobably be fairly straightforward,
er from becoming a haven for some you have to consider how many
data-destroying virus, a resourcelicenses the price includes. Some
hogging worm, or a keylogger
products can be installed on three
which will record all of your secret
computers, whereas others can run
logons and send them to a distant
on only one machinel The final
website. The main purpose of a
price can quickly add up if you
firewall is to stop anyone outside
have several computers.
your house from discovering your
When you purchase anti-virus
computer and attempting to consoftware you are really only rent-

ing it. The price includes one year
of updates so that you are protected from the most recent threats
but in a year you’ll have to pay for
the program again to continue getting updates. Over a 10-year period the cost of security software
could almost equal the replacement cost of the computer. You
also have to consider that most
stores will not make a refund on
opened software so if you don’t like
the program you will be out of
pocket.
There are free alternatives available but you will need to be careful. Never buy software that is
advertised in spam or by pop-ups
on websites, and stick to reputable
products that have good reviews. A
friend decided to go with free programs and opted for two highlyrated one. The no-charge version of
AVG anti-virus
(http://free.avg.com) has been
downloaded 80 million times and
the free edition of ZoneAlarm firewall (www.zonealarm.com) is protecting about 60 million computers.

AVG and ZoneAlarm claim that
they are free but each company
makes its money by selling upgraded versions. Finding the link for
the free download at each program’s website can involve some
hunting around. To avoid the hassle you could go directly to
www.download.com and do a simple search for each program and
then download it directly.
During installation, select the
custom install and read each
screen carefully. Refuse to install
the AVG or ZoneAlarm toolbars
and do not register for anything or
enter your email address anywhere. You will be pestered relentlessly to upgrade to the paid version of each program but do not
click on any of those choices.
ZoneAlarm, like any firewall, will
block any program from accessing
the Internet during its initial operation and then ask you to grant
permission. Therefore install the
firewall before the anti-virus. Then
run every program that uses the
Internet, such as your email pro-

gram and browser, grant them permission and click the Remember
box so that you won’t be asked
again.
When you install AVG be sure to
run the update right away and
grant permission for it to access
the Internet. With some care and
patience you’ll end up with fullyfunctioning free computer security.
Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at rayser3@
cogeco.ca.
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