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News	&	Announcements	
Spermophilus	INQUA	Workshop	in	
Weimar/Germany		
by	Chris	Baumann	

From	25.01.	–	27.01.,	the	INQUA	workshop	“Taxonomy	and	
identification	 of	 Eurasian	 Pleistocene	Ground	 Squirrels”	 in	
the	frame	of	INQUA-HABCOM	project	“Ground	squirrels	on	
the	march:	 expansion	and	 speciation	 in	 the	Quaternary	of	
the	 Circum-Pontic	 area	 and	 surrounding”	 (Figure	 1)	 was	
held	in	Weimar	(Germany).	The	workshop	was	organized	by	
Lilia	 V.	 Popova	 (Ukraine)	 and	 Lutz	 C.	Maul	 (Germany)	 and	
included	15	 invited	Spermophilus	experts	from	all	over	the	
world.	 In	 addition,	 Sara	 Rhodes	 and	 Chris	 Baumann	 from	
the	 Microvertebrate	 Working	 Group	 (MVWG)	 got	 the	
chance	to	take	part	on	this	special	meeting.		

The	 general	 aim	 of	 the	 workshop	 was	 to	 clarify	 the	 taxonomy	 of	 selected	 fossil	 and	 extant	
ground	squirrels.	To	achieve	this,	we	studied	and	discussed	original	material	from	Europe	and	
Asia,	 as	well	 as	 relevant	 literature	with	 the	 experts.	While	most	 of	 our	 time	was	 focused	on	
taxonomic	discussion,	 there	were	many	 talks	about	 the	biology,	paleontology	and	ecology	of	
different	Spermophilus	species,	as	well.	As	active	participants	in	the	group,	Sara	and	I	designed	
and	presented	a	poster	about	the	Spermophilus	remains	of	Southern	Germany	summarizing	all	
findings	 from	the	Middle	to	the	Upper	Paleolithic.	Additionally,	we	had	the	chance	to	discuss	
the	ground	squirrel	remains	from	Geißenklösterle	Cave	and	Hohle	Fels	that	we	brought	with	us	
from	Tübingen.		

This	meeting	was	the	first	of	its	kind	and	brought	many	experts	together	on	one	place.	Indeed,	
there	is	no	exact	taxonomy	of	the	ground	squirrels	so	far,	but	the	discussions	help	to	form	a		
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standardized	one.	The	next	 step	will	be	a	 special	 issue	 in	Quaternary	 International	 (expected	
late	this	year)	to	publish	the	results	of	the	INQUA	workshop.		

	

	

Figure	1	INQUA-HABCOM	project	“Ground	squirrels	on	the	march:	expansion	and	speciation	in	the	
Quaternary	of	the	Circum-Pontic	area	and	surrounding”	meeting	in	Weimar	group	picture	

A	Visit	to	Meerkat	Manor		
by	Sara	Rhodes		
During	recent	field	work	in	South	Africa	I	had	the	chance	to	
visit	 The	 Kalahari	 Research	 Centre	 (KRC),	 an	 international	
collaborative	 research	center	 run	by	Cambridge	University	
and	Zurich	University	 located	in	the	South	African	Kalahari	
close	to	the	border	of	Botswana.		My	colleagues	and	I	woke	
at	 the	 break	 of	 dawn	 for	 the	 opportunity	 to	 assist	
researchers	 from	 the	 KRC	 Meerkat	 project,	 a	 long-term	
field	 study	 looking	 at	 the	 cooperative	 nature	 of	meerkats	
(Suricata	 suricatta).	 	 The	 project	 gained	 international	
notoriety	 due	 to	 Meerkat	 Manor,	 a	 British	 documentary	
television	 program	 produced	 for	 Animal	 Planet	
International	and	narrated	by	Bill	Nighy,	which	dramatized		

Figure	2	Meerkats	greet	the	sun	(photo	
credit:	Amy	Fox,	UofT)	

Figure	3	Weighing	members	of	our	
adoptive	meerkat	family	(photo	credit:	
Amy	Fox,	UofT)	
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the	lives	of	the	Whiskers	family,	a	matriarchically	lead	family	
of	 meerkats	 under	 study	 at	 the	 KRC.	 After	 locating	 the	
subterranean	 burrow	 of	 our	 meerkat	 family,	 via	 a	 radio	
locator	 on	 the	 collar	 of	 the	dominant	matriarch,	we	waited	
for	 the	 family	 to	 awake	 to	 join	 them	 in	 greeting	 the	 sun	
(Figure	2)	and	win	their	approval	with	bits	of	boiled	egg.			

After	weighing	everyone	and	noting	their	general	health,	we	
shared	 some	 play	 time	 with	 the	 younger	 members	 and	
followed	 the	 group	 scouting	 for	 breakfast	 (which	 included	
insects,	mostly)	 (Figure	3).	 	While	 foraging,	members	of	 the	
extended	family	took	turns	keeping	watch	for	predatory	birds	
and	verbally	signaling	retreat	to	one	of	their	many	burrow	complexes	located	across	the	desert	
landscape.	 	 Interestingly,	 these	 burrows	 are	maintained	 by	 the	Meerkats	 but	were	 originally	
dug	by	local	ground	squirrels.			

In	 short,	 we	 got	 the	 full	 Meerkat	 Manor	 experience	 and	 learned	 quite	 a	 lot	 about	 these	
adorable	small	mammals	in	the	process.		The	guides	were	kind	enough	to	extend	our	stay	so	we	
could	visit	the	ground	squirrel	groups	which	also	reside	in	the	reserve	and	who,	despite	being	
more	skittish	than	the	partially	domesticated	meerkats,	posed	for	some	photographs	(Figure	4).		

In	 addition	 to	 the	meerkat	 and	ground	 squirrel	projects	 the	
KRC	includes	the	Damaraland	mole-rat	project	which	utilizes	
the	 sixty	 mole-rat	 (Kukomys	 damarensis)	 breeding	 colonies	
present	 at	 the	 KRC	 to	 study	 inter-	 and	 intra-colony	 social	
interaction	 and	 its	 effect	 on	 reproduction,	 division	of	 labor,	
and	ageing	within	the	colonies	(Figure	5).	 	All	 three	projects	
are	asking	interesting	questions,	the	answers	to	which	could	
clearly	 inform	how	we	interpret	small	mammal	behaviour	 in	
the	
distant	 past,	 and	 it	 will	 be	 interesting	 to	 watch	 how	 their	
research	 progresses.	 For	 more	 information	 check	
out	their	website	here.			
	
International	MA	Program	in	Prehistoric	Archaeology
by	Lior	Weissbrod	

This	program	offers	a	unique	opportunity	to	study	in	Israel	and	participate	in	ongoing	research	
and	exploration	of	the	renowned	Mount	Carmel	archives	of	human	evolution	(AHE).		

The	program	is	situated	at	the	University	of	Haifa,	in	one	of	the	world's	most	dynamic	centers	
for	 prehistoric	 research.	 Encompassing	 both	 a	 UNESCO	World	 Heritage	 Site	 and	 a	 biosphere	
reserve,	Mount	Carmel	reveals	a	nearly	500,000	year-long	sequence	of	human	evolution		

Figure	4	A	Kalahari	ground	squirrel	poses	
for	a	close	up. 

Figure	5	Hakunamatat,	everyone!	(photo	
credit:	Amy	Fox,	UofT)	
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exposed	 in	 caves,	 rock	 shelters	 and	 open-air	 sites	 along	 mountain	 valleys	 and	 the	 nearby	
coastal	plain.		

Unlike	any	other	region	in	the	world,	the	Carmel	preserves	evidence	of	both	modern	humans	
and	Neanderthal	populations,	in	sites	less	than	100	meters	from	each	other,	such	as	the	famed	
caves	of	Tabun	and	Skhul.	For	over	80	years,	research	expeditions	working	in	the	region	have	
investigated	 “Out	 of	 Africa”	 human	 expansions,	 the	 role	 of	 past	 climate	 change	 in	 the	
development	 of	 culture,	 and	 the	 invention	 of	 agriculture	 and	 emergence	 of	 farming	
communities.		

We	 provide	 students	with	 an	 exceptional	 selection	 of	 interdisciplinary	 courses	 and	 hands-on	
experience,	 where	 each	 student	 can	 choose	 to	 specialize	 in	 one	 of	 many	 topics,	 including	
Zooarchaeology	 and	 Microvertebrate	 Taphonomy,	 Lithic	 and	 Geological	 Studies,	 and	
Palynology.		Additional	key	topics	that	the	program	emphasizes	are	Environmental	Archaeology	
and	Archaeological	Method	and	Theory.	

The	 one-year	 program,	 adhering	 to	 the	 highest	 international	 standards	 of	 teaching	 and	
research,	 is	taught	 in	English	over	three	consecutive	semesters,	and	awards	a	Masters	of	Arts	
Degree	(M.A.)	in	Archaeology	from	the	Faculty	of	Humanities	of	the	University	of	Haifa.	

For	more	information	see	the	program	website:	
http://archinternational.haifa.ac.il/index.php?lang=en	

	

	

	

	

	

Call	for	Submissions	
Got	the	scoop	on	funding	opportunities	or	job	openings	MVWG	members	should	know	about?	
Maybe	your	lab	recently	published	a	series	of	paradigm	shifting	articles?	Or	have	you	been	to	a	
conference	 you’re	 just	 dying	 to	 talk	 about?	 Consider	 contributing	 to	 the	 next	 issue	 of	 the	
MVWG	newsletter!	 	We	publish	 this	 newsletter	 biannually,	 in	 both	December	 and	 June,	 and	
welcome	contributions	from	members	and	friends	alike,	including:	

• Reviews	of	recent	conferences	
• Journal	and	Book	reviews	
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• Updates	on	ongoing	projects	
• Funding	opportunities	and	deadlines	
• Student	profiles		
• Other	updates	of	interest	to	the	MVWG	community	

 
Send	your	submissions	(as	a	word	file)	to	mvwg.icaz@gmail	at	any	time	and	we’ll	include	it	in	our	next	
issue.	

Recent	Publications	
A	regular	part	of	the	ICAZ	Microvertebrate	working	group	newsletter	will	be	a	detailed	bibliography	(with	
links	where	possible)	of	the	most	recent	publications	related	to	microvertebrate	studies.		If	you	would	like	
to	 contribute	 to	 this	 list,	 please	 send	 complete	 bibliographic	 data	 (in	 any	 format)	 to	
mvwg.icaz@gmail.com.		We	are	also	happy	to	publish	book	reviews	or	research	syntheses	submitted	to	
the	above	email	address	and	accepted	by	the	MVWG	Scientific	Committee.	
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