
Mysteries of animal 
migrations

Why do animals 
migrate and where 

do they go?

How do they find 
their way?

How do they last 
the distance?
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How do they 
survive extreme 

weather and hungry 
predators?

How do they 
grapple with 

mighty rivers, vast 
oceans and solid 

icy plains?

How do they 
dodge cities and 
towns spreading 

across their path or 
clearing away their 
resting or feeding 

grounds?

Read on to 
find out!

Snow geese, flying-foxes, humpback whales and 
wildebeest
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Lots of different animals migrate, which means lots 
of different ways of migrating.

Walking takes much more energy and the speed 
is much slower than flying or swimming. This means 
that animals who undertake walking migrations 
travel less often and not as far.

Large migrations in Africa and Asia are based 
on the wet and dry seasons, which change the 
availability of food and water. Hoofed animals, 
such as wildebeests (Connochaetes taurinus) and 
caribou, face incredible hardships as some travel 
hundreds of kilometres over rugged country and 
need to cross fast-flowing rivers.

Wildebeests crossing the Mara River, Kenya, Africa.

Caribou migrating across the tundra, Russia.
ANDREY GONTAREV/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Caribou grazing in the tundra, Siberia.

Walking
migrations

Chapter 2
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Record Breaker!
Longest distance walked
The record for the longest distance a migrating hoofed animal has 

travelled is held by a kind of reindeer called the Porcupine Caribou 

(Rangifer tarandus granti) of Alaska, North America. A herd of 197 000 

animals can walk up to 4800 kilometres per year! Phew!

A person can walk at around 5 kilometres an hour. If that person 

walked at this speed for 8 hours a day, this journey would still take over 

30 days! Imagine though, if you were also waist deep in snow!

Porcupine Caribou travel north to the Arctic regions during summer 

to feed on grasses and plants of the tundra (icy desert). Then they 

travel southward in winter, to the forest feeding grounds and for 

warmer temperatures to calve.

LONGTAILDOG/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

GUDKOV ANDREY/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Caribou walking 
in snow. 
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Whales
Whales that live in the Northern Hemisphere migrate to Arctic waters in 
summer to feed and to warmer waters north of the equator in winter to calve. 
Whales that live in the Southern Hemisphere migrate to Antarctic waters in 
summer to feed and to warmer waters south of the equator to calve.

Swimming
migrations

Chapter 3

Many marine animals travel hundreds to thousands 
of kilometres during certain seasons.

Whales, some seals and walruses, dolphins 
and fish swim from their polar feeding grounds to 
warmer waters closer to the equator to give birth to 
their young.

Humpback Whales 
sail into the sunset.
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Whale migration.
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An adult 
Gray Whale 
and its calf. 

For a long time, the record holder for whale 

migration was thought to be the Humpback 

Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), which swims 

up to a 16 400-kilometre round trip. It travels 

between its breeding grounds and feeding 

grounds.

But now, a new record has been set by a 

female Gray Whale (Eschrichtius robustus). A 

satellite-monitoring tag, placed on the whale’s 

back, recorded a distance of 22 511 kilometres in 

172 days, as she swam from Russia to Mexico and 

back again.

Record Breaker!
Longest distance swum
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Flying
migrations

Chapter 4

Flying migrations are perhaps the easiest journeys to observe – maybe from your 
own backyard, nearby wetlands or the beach. Birds are the most well-known flying 
migrators, but bats and insects also migrate.

Birds
One in five bird species migrates and they travel in 
huge flocks. Some fly across land and others fly across 
both land and sea. Most make stopovers on the way 
on land or in the ocean to rest and feed, but some fly 
non-stop. Phew!

Birds have set flight paths that they 

follow each year. These paths, or flyways, 

are like super-highways across the sky. 

There are four major north/south flyways 

in North America and four covering 

Eurasia, Africa and Australasia.

Super fact

◆ Pacific Americas  ◆ Central Americas  ◆ Atlantic Americas  ◆ East Atlantic  ◆ Black Sea-Mediterranean   
◆ East Asia-East Africa  ◆ Central Asia  ◆ East Asia-Australasia 

Major bird migratory flyways.
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The biggest threats to birds on their long journeys include predators like 
bigger birds while they are flying, or hungry sharks, seals and large fish when 
they rest on the ocean. But there are other risks, too. They may not be able 
to find enough food or water along their journey or they could suffer extreme 
weather like storms, strong winds, or temperatures that are too high or too low. 

Travelling at certain times of day may lessen the dangers. For example, by 
flying at night birds can avoid the heat of the day or their predators that are only 
active during the day.
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Record Breaker!
Longest bird migration
Arctic Terns (Sterna paradisaea) hold the record 

for the longest annual migration recorded by 

any animal. Moving between Greenland and 

Antarctica in a zig-zag pattern, these birds can 

cover over 90 000 kilometres a year.
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Animal migration behaviour can be inherited or learned from parents or other animals in the colony. It can 
also be a combination of both. Most migrators have a fixed route that they follow. Their migrations can 
involve horizontal travel across land, water or the sky between east and west or north and south. Some 
travel is even vertical – from sea level to mountain top (for example, the Galápagos Tortoise) or from the 
water surface to ocean depths (aquatic organisms).

There are many clues that help animals find their way. Scientists who study animal navigation believe that 
most use a combination of these clues.

Magnetic forces 
Animals can detect the changing angles of 
the magnetic force lines of the Earth and 
their strength of pull.

Whales, dolphins, turtles and frogs 
navigate mainly by sensing Earth’s magnetic 
field. Whales communicate these directions 
to other whales by making long groans, high 
squeals and clicking sounds. Birds, insects, 
salamanders, lobsters and bats also use 
magnetic clues to find their way.

Navigation
Chapter 5

Changes in water 
Fish and eels can find the mouth of their river 
by tasting the different levels of mineral salts 
in the seawater. And you probably thought all 
seawater tasted the same!

Lobsters use the changing taste, smell and 
water temperature in different parts of the 
ocean, as well as Earth’s magnetic field, to 
migrate.

Polarised light
The angles and strength of light change over the day and the seasons, 
depending on where the sun is in the sky.

Birds, insects and crabs make use of these changing light patterns. 
Studies have shown that some insects, such as locusts, use polarised 
light patterns in relation to the position of the sun to find their way. In 
their tiny brains, they use even tinier neurons to detect this.
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Patterns of the stars
To find their way at night, migratory birds 
use star patterns and star positions, which 
change as the Earth rotates. 

Visible landmarks, such as mountains, 
rivers or coastlines
Researchers have discovered that some animals that walk along their 
migratory routes, for example caribou and wildebeests, use visual clues of 
familiar landmarks along the way. It is also thought that migratory birds and 
insects also use visible clues, especially when they get closer to their ‘home’ 
or breeding ground.

Scent trails
Bearded pigs are well attuned to the delicious 
smell of ripening fruit and are able to detect and 
follow the scent from a long way off.

Outside forces
Journeys may be sometimes helped by outside forces such as 
ocean or air currents and even icefloes.

Short-tailed Shearwaters are assisted at the start of their 
migration, after breeding, by strong south-easterly winds 
that occur in the autumn weather pattern in the Southern 
Hemisphere. Once the birds catch these winds they are 
pushed northward on their journey towards their feeding 
grounds.

As seen earlier in this book, Adélie Penguins jump onto 
icefloes to conserve their energy in their migration to their 
breeding grounds.
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Rule breakers
Some migrations don’t stick to the rules.

The lone traveller
Hummingbirds are the smallest migrating bird and 
can fly as fast as 48 kilometres per hour. 

Some species of hummingbirds, such as 
the Ruby-Throated Hummingbird (Archilochus 
colubris), don’t migrate in flocks, they travel alone. 
Their migratory path takes them across the Gulf of 
Mexico and back. They fly each way, which can be as 
far as 1000 kilometres, non stop! A lengthy journey 
for a bird alone!

Rule breakers, riddles 
and research

Chapter 6

JOSHUA J. COTTON

A Ruby-Throated Hummingbird.

The drifter
Small aquatic organisms or 
zooplankton, which include larvae 
and young fish, don’t have any 
planned migratory routes. They are 
drifters and get carried randomly 
around by ocean currents. But, as the 
currents follow the same routes each 
year or season, it appears that they 
know where they are going! If they 
end up in suitable environments, 
they can live their life there until they 
mature. But, they then have to find 
their way back to where they came 
from, as young organisms, to breed 
(for example eels and salmon).

Plankton 
swarm.
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The hitchhiker or stowaway
Some animals ‘migrate’ by accident and end up far from 
home. If there’s enough of the animals to breed and the 
environment is suitable in that far-away place, they will 
establish a new colony. Talk about making the best of a bad 
situation!

Tropical ‘banana box’ frogs, mainly Dainty Green Tree 
Frogs (Litoria gracilenta), often hide in banana bunches that 
are grown in Queensland, in northern Australia. When the 
bananas (with the hidden frogs) are picked, they are packed 
into boxes and transported in refrigerated trucks to the 
southern states. Queensland frogs also hide away in boxes 
of flowers and sometimes in lettuces and cabbages. They 
are now rescued and, after quarantine, are sent to zoos and 
sanctuaries in their new home state.

ASTRED HICKS

Dainty Green Tree Frog.
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