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Please 
Do 
Not 

Disturb

In the animal world, 
the need to stay 

out of sight manifests 
itself in a variety 

of ways, whether it 
be the badger in 

big cities, the snow 
leopard in 

the Himalayas, or the 
deep-sea dwelling 
coelacanth, long 

believed to be extinct.
By Herbert Cerutti

Photo: George Shiras / National Geographic Creative
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n 2010, English fi lm scholar and university 
lecturer Brett Mills made headlines around 
the world with his analysis of the BBC’s 
animal documentaries. He does not oppose 
such fi lms in principle, he wrote in his 
study, as they do help to inform viewers 
about various environmental and conserva-
tion issues. However, all too often, criti-
cized Mills, the fi lmmakers violate the ani-
mals’ dignity, such as when fi lming private 
moments like birth or sexual intercourse: 
“It might at fi rst seem odd to claim that 
animals might have a right to privacy. 
Th e question constantly posed by wildlife 
documentaries is how animals should be 
fi lmed. Th ey never ask whether animals 
should be fi lmed at all.”

It used to be that animals were sim-
ply objects that humans could do with 
what they pleased. Yet even before Mills’ 
analysis, the rights and ethics in dealing 
with animals were already being debated. 
Th e assertions of privacy could well be a 
projection of humans’ own feelings. Ani-
mals possess a natural need to feel secure 
when resting or consuming prey, for exam-
ple, which is why they seek out spots that 
are safe from enemies as well as from na-
ture’s hazards. So if animals seek “privacy” 
for sex or giving birth, it’s hardly out of 
shame. Rather, it’s an expression of their 
own protective instincts, since the animal 
is vulnerable during such activities. Pet 
owners can attest to just how unimportant 
their animals’ privacy can be when their 
charges “shamelessly” mate in familiar sur-
roundings.

Bold Foxes, Shy Badgers
Th e importance of an undisturbed habitat 
is dependent on the physical strength of a 
species. Th e Alpine ibex, for example, does 
not think twice about lying right in the 
middle of our hiking trail, while the shy 
deer must always be on guard for enemies 
and fl ees like a shot at every sound. 

Even wild animals in large cities show a 
range of needs when it comes to security. 
In recent years, the once-shy fox has gone 
from forest dweller to a rather bold scav-
enger in residential areas, plundering gar-
bage bags and compost piles on its nightly 
excursions. When daybreak comes and the 
fox disappears, the undergrowth near a 
public swimming pool or a hideout on a 
factory roof proves suffi  cient replacement 
for its den. Zurich is now home to a thou-
sand foxes, with twice as many living in 
Berlin. And the metropolis of London 
may be the wild fox capital, with more 
than 10,000 foxes.

Badgers increasingly prefer to live 
near urban areas as well. Yet hardly any-
one notices their presence, since the bad-
ger sticks to the safety of its underground 
burrows during the day. On its nightly 
feeding tours, it seeks out beetles and 
worms, wasp nests, berries and fallen fruit, 
but has little appetite for the detritus of 
civilization. Th at’s why badgers avoid the 
city center and reside in the woods outside 
of town or in a forest near a cemetery or a 
villa. Around 160 badgers now live in the 
Zurich urban area, and several hundred in 
Berlin. For London, estimates indicate a 
growing population of 1,500 to 2,000 
badgers. In that large city as well, the 
badger only leaves the safety of its un-
derground home by night – from dens lo-
cated in the vast grounds of the Royal 

I

Botanic Gardens in southwest London or 
in Greenwich Park to the southeast. 

A Hermit High in the Mountains
A secluded habitat can also off er protec-
tion and privacy. Th e snow leopard lives in 
the mountains of Central Asia, which 
stretch from Mongolia, Tibet and Nepal to 
Pakistan and Kazakhstan. In summer, the 
big cat climbs to an altitude of over 6,000 
meters, while avoiding severe winters in 
lower-lying woods. Th e snow leopard is 
defi nitely a loner. It often must prowl its 
barren mountain habitat for days before 
spotting an ibex or blue sheep. Such mea-
ger feeding opportunities necessitate a 
hunting range of hundreds of square kilo-
meters. Th is hermit has similar challenges 
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found, he dubbed the newly discovered 
species Latimeria chalumnae. Th e an-
nouncement of this “living fossil” was a 
huge sensation. Hans Fricke of the Max 
Planck Institute for Behavioral Physiology 
captured the fi rst living coelacanths on fi lm 
in the Comoros Islands in 1987.

Since then, researchers have been 
able to document the behavior of Latime-
ria around the lava caves in this Indian 
Ocean archipelago, at a depth of about 200 
meters. Th e giant fi sh hides in caves during 
the day, remaining nearly motionless. But 
at night, it emerges to hunt at depths of up 
to 500 meters. It lets itself be carried along 
by the currents, its fi ns stretching out like 
airfoils. When the fi sh does actively swim, 
it paddles with its right pectoral fi n and left 
pelvic fi n in sync and then with the left 
pectoral and right pelvic fi ns. However, if 
any prey appears before the Latimeria’s 
snout, it can accelerate to around 50 kilo-
meters an hour in a half second.

Remaining so inert while using only 
short sprints for hunting saves valuable en-
ergy, and this frugality likely allowed the 
coelacanth to survive in its desolate deep-
sea habitat. In 1997, a second species was 
discovered off  the Indonesian island of Su-
lawesi – the Manado coelacanth. But the 
coelacanth’s modest lifestyle and discretion 
mean we will probably never discover all its 
hiding places in the deep ocean, and their 
privacy will continue undisturbed. 

makes the animal appealing for Chinese 
medicine as well. Increasingly, an overall 
decline in high mountain prey – not least 
due to poaching – has forced these feline 
predators to set upon domestic sheep or 
goats, so herders too are now hunting 
down the snow leopards. Today, only a few 
thousand snow leopards live in the wild, 
with around 600 more in captivity.

Th e Living Fossil
In an almost unbelievable story, a deep-sea 
fi sh was able to outsmart extinction by liv-
ing extremely modestly. Fossils showed 
that the coelacanth lived during the Devo-
nian Period, 400 million years ago. Coe-
lacanths were among the most common 
fi sh at the time, with around 30 diff erent 
species. Yet none of the many fossil fi nds 
are less than 70 million years old, which 
led biologists to conclude that the coe-
lacanth must have gone extinct even be-
fore the dinosaurs. 

On December 22, 1938, however, a 
fortuitous discovery threw all scholarly 
knowledge out the window. At the mouth 
of the Chalumna River off  the eastern 
coast of South Africa, a strange specimen 
landed in a fi shing net: a steel-blue fi sh 
with a pair of paddle-like fi ns on both 
chest and belly. Th is one-and-a-half-meter-
long creature from the deep soon perished 
on deck, but the captain delivered his fi nd 
to Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer, curator of 
the local natural history museum. Since she 
couldn’t classify the animal, she sent a 
sketch to J. L. B. Smith, a leading fi sh ex-
pert. “If I’d met a dinosaur in the street I 
wouldn’t have been more astonished,” said 
Smith later. Th e scientist immediately rec-
ognized that here before him was the sup-
posedly long-extinct coelacanth. In honor 
of the curator and the spot where it was 

when fi nding a breeding partner during 
mating season. Th e potential mates attempt 
to locate each other with scent-marking 
and wailing mating calls across the bleak 
vastness. 

Its solitary existence has made the 
snow leopard a creature of great mystery. 
Zoologist George Schaller shot the fi rst 
decent photos of the legendary “spirit of 
the mountain” only in 1970, at an altitude 
of 4,000 meters in the mountains of Paki-
stan. Th e snow leopard might live a highly 
secluded life, but human greed neverthe-
less tracks it down. Despite government 
protections, poaching continues, since the 
cat’s magnifi cent coat fetches well over 
10,000 US dollars on the black market. 
Th e alleged healing power of its bones 

Fox, coelacanth (left page), 
snow leopard and 
badger (right page): Some 
animals live unobserved 
by humans, while others 
skillfully exploit our 
presence. Privacy in such 
cases means above all 
a natural need for security.

Herbert Cerutti is an experimental physicist 
and has received numerous awards for 
his work as a science writer. He lives in 
Maseltrangen (St. Gallen).
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