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Endangered Bolivian amphibians 
get long-awaited first date

LA PAZ: The fate of a species may just rest on this love
story. Happily, the first date between Romeo, once the last-
known Sehuencas water frog, and Juliet, who was discov-
ered deep inside a Bolivian cloud forest in January, went so
well the two have been living together in the male’s aquari-
um since. According to a statement by Global Wildlife
Conservation (GWC) on Monday, the pair were intro-
duced on March 1 after being cleared of chytridiomycosis,
which has decimated amphibian populations throughout
the Neotropics region.

After a period of observation, they were moved into
Romeo’s aquarium, where he made a mating call for the
first time since 2017: a clear sign he is eager to breed.
“Romeo has been really sweet to Juliet, following her
around the aquarium and sacrificing his worm meals for
her,” said Teresa Camacho Badani, chief of herpetology at
the Museo de Historia Natural Alcide d’Orbigny in Bolivia,
which is working on the project with the GWC. “After he’s
been alone for so long, it’s wonderful to see him with a
mate finally.”

Romeo had been found in the same cloud forest a
decade ago and it was feared that he was the last sur-
vivor of his species. With a lifespan of 15 years, time was
running out to find Romeo a mate to ensure the survival
of the species, although the frog himself never gave up
hope, continuing to call out for a mate during his decade
in captivity.

Twinkle-toed performance    
But it’s not quite happily ever after, at least not yet.

Romeo hasn’t fully figured out amplexus-the mating posi-
tion for frogs where the male holds the female until he can
fertilize her eggs as she lays them. Some species of frog
need to go into amplexus for weeks or even months, but it
isn’t known how long it lasts for the Sehuencas. So far
Romeo has gotten into the correct position a handful of
times-the longest for about 15 minutes on the first day the
two were put together. 

Since meeting Juliet, Romeo has also exhibited a
behavior water frog experts had not encountered for this
species: a performance in which he rapidly twinkles the
toes of his back feet, likely intended to impress the
female. Apart from Juliet, four other Sehuencas water
frogs were brought in from the wild during the same
expedition: two males and two additional females. They
were the first Sehuencas frogs that researchers had seen
in the wild in a decade. The others have just begun
showing signs of being ready to breed, and remain
together in a single aquarium. 

According to the GWC, Bolivia has the 10th high-
est level of amphibian diversity in the world, but 22
percent of those species now face the threat of
extinction. The Sehuencas frog, which is completely
aquatic, was once found in abundance at the bottom
of small streams and rivers or in ponds deep inside
mountain forests. A combination of climate change,
habitat destruction, contamination, chytridiomycosis
and the introduction of invasive trout provoked the
abrupt demise of many aquatic frog species in Bolivia,
Ecuador and Peru. — AFP 

COCHABAMBA, Bolivia: Handout photo released by the Museo D’Orbigny shows Romeo, right, and Juliet,
two Sehuencas Water Frogs (Telmatobius yuracare) -a species in risk of extinction- , taken in
Cochabamba, Bolivia. — AFP

10th highest level of amphibian diversity found in Bolivia

Fossils tell story 
of day meteor 
struck Earth
WASHINGTON: Paleontologists generally
grapple with a time frame of millions of
years. But Robert DePalma believes he can
explain the minutes and hours that followed
one of the most cataclysmic events in the
history of the Earth-the day a meteor
slammed into the coast off of what is now
Mexico. The impact of the Chicxulub aster-
oid 66 million years ago left a massive crater
and triggered the mass extinction of land
and sea creatures.

DePalma has been digging for the past
seven years at a site in North Dakota that he
and other scientists believe provides a
unique fossilized record of what happened
on that day. “You almost never get this
opportunity at fine tuning the timing of any
event in geologic history,” DePalma said in
an interview with AFP. “It’s very, very rare to
get this.” DePalma, a 37-year-old paleontol-

ogist, and 11 co-authors published a prelimi-
nary study of their findings on Monday in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences. It has the scientific world buzzing.

DePalma first began digging, while a gradu-
ate student at the University of Kansas, at the
site known to dinosaur hunters as Tanis in the
Hell Creek Formation in North Dakota. Over
the years, he and several of his assistants dis-
covered in a layer of sediment about four feet
thick the fossils of fish, plants, trees and mol-
lusks jumbled together. “You’ve got this deposit
that was almost instantaneously laid down,”
DePalma said. “This muddy deposit that locked
in place all these plants and animals almost
instantaneously, within moments,” he said.
DePalma likened it to Pompeii, the Roman city
buried in a volcanic eruption in 79 A.D. and left
remarkably preserved. “Very similar to Pompeii,”
he said. “You’ve got this instant preservation of
so many different things.”

Extinction of dinosaurs    
The asteroid struck 1,895 miles away in

what is now the Yucatan Peninsula in
Mexico. Scientists have long pointed to the
impact of the Chicxulub meteor as responsi-
ble for the extinction of the dinosaurs,

paving the way for the rise of mammals
including humans. Fire, smoke, ash and
debris engulfed the atmosphere, eventually
destroying almost all plants and wiping out
75 percent of species on Earth.

The scientists believe Chicxulub caused a
powerful earthquake whose seismic waves
reached Tanis just 13 minutes later. The seis-
mic surges triggered a sudden, massive tor-
rent of water and debris from an arm of an
inland sea known as the Western Interior
Seaway. At Tanis, the surge left “a tangled
mass of freshwater fish, terrestrial verte-
brates, trees, branches, logs, marine
ammonites and other marine creatures,”
DePalma said. 

Some of the fish were found to have
inhaled tiny beads of glass, or “spherules”
that were ejected by the Chicxulub event and
rained down on Tanis probably about 15 min-
utes after the impact. Many of the fossils
found at the Tanis site are preserved in three
dimensions instead of just flat shapes. “Until
this deposit, there were only three or four
articulated fish ever found in the Hell Creek
Formation, ever,” said DePalma, an adjunct
professor of geosciences at Florida Atlantic
University.  —AFP

UNITED STATES: This handout photo courtesy of the University of Kansas shows, left to
right, Jan Smith, Robert DePalma, Walter Alvarez, and David Burnham as they collect a box
core sample of the KT boundary from Tanis deposit. — AFP


