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When most of us think of farm animals, visions of cows, horses, sheep and chickens immediately 
come to mind.  Traditionally, however, farms have been home to many other animal species 

that don’t live in barns. In Europe, including Spain, for example, farmland provides the habitat 
for more than 50 percent of all birds on that continent. As farming becomes more 
intense and aggressive, however, these bird populations, along with wild 
mammals and invertebrates, decline dramatically. Chemical pesticides and fertilizers, plus 
bigger and heavier machinery, have made agricultural land very inhospitable to animals once 
living there. Farmers used to leave parts of their fields fallow each year. This would let the 
soil rest and regain its strength. It would also provide beautiful homes for birds and other 
residents. Fewer and fewer farmers, however, now let their land sleep. Instead they plant every 
square inch of it every year, leaving nowhere for their animal neighbours to dwell. 
Compared to a city, farms look very natural. But most farms were once forests that were 
clearcut long ago. Taking away fallow fields, hedgerows, wetlands and other pockets of 
wildness on farms just steals more habitat away from other creatures. 

Chicken: In the world today, two out of every three birds are chickens! Humans put an end to 

66 billion of them each and every year! Where are they all? Mostly in very large, crowded 
barns without windows or space to run around.  With so many chickens living and dying around 
the world, it’s easy to forget that each one is a unique and special creature. Maria and Isidore 
never forgot this. There is a story that their chicken once fell into the deep well beside their 
house. Because they loved this friend very much, they immediately began praying to God to 
save its life. It didn’t take long for the water in the well to rise right to the very top so that the 

chicken, soaking wet from its adventure, could hop safely onto dry ground and shake out its 
soggy feathers.   

Ibex: You wouldn’t want to get too close to these wild goats, because they can have horns 
75 cm long. Humans, however, are much more dangerous to ibexes than ibexes are to 
humans. Four species of ibexes used to roam abundantly through the rocky hills of France, 
Portugal and Spain. The Portuguese species was hunted and starved out of existence in the 19th 
century. Its Pyrenean cousins lasted until the year 2000. Scientists then spent several years 
trying to clone the lost goat with genetic material taken from the very last individual, named 
Celia. For almost 10 minutes, the Pyrenean ibex became “un-extinct,” but the cloned baby 
soon died and the Earth lost her child again. As amazing as our scientific capacities are, they  
cannot match the amazing abilities of the natural world. That’s why, when it comes to 
nature conservation, an ounce of prevention is worth a ton of cure.

Giant Peacock Moth: While this moth certainly is giant (the largest in Europe), it’s not so big 

as to be mistaken for a peacock. It received that name due to its large eye-like spots on its four 
wings, markings that resemble the circles on peacocks’ tails. As caterpillars, these creatures can 
send out ultrasonic sounds and smelly chemicals to protect themselves from predators. They 
are also known as Emperor moths because their caterpillars spin silk, the prized substance 
once used to make royal cloth.
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Pygmy Marbled Newt: What rhymes with newt? “Cute.” And that they are, especially the 
marbled kind, dressed in their natural black-and-green camouflage. The females, however, add 
a fashionable splash of colour to their wardrobe in the bright orange stripe that runs along 
their spine. Around the world, amphibian populations have decreased significantly, partly because 
their humid skin makes them more susceptible to poisoning by pollution. Happily, the marbled 
newt is faring fairly well, thanks in part to its protected status in Spain. Nevertheless, being so cute, 
they are often taken from the wild as pets, in disregard of the law that forbids such actions.  
Here, as in many love songs, it’s true that if we really love someone, we must keep them free. 

The Southern Smooth Snake is also a night owl, becoming alert at dusk and working long into 
the night. This nocturnal rhythm agrees with the snake’s stomach, because it gets filled at night 
with small lizards caught asleep in their shelters. While this snake is sneaky smooth when 
hunting reptiles, it is not in the least poisonous or dangerous to larger creatures, including 
humans. In fact, given that it loves the nightlife of wild areas, and dislikes areas of much human 
activity, it is more common than seen. 

© 2020 Greg Kennedy SJ




