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H A N D O U T  A

This strange looking plant is sometimes called the upside down tree because its branches look like 
roots, especially during the dry season when there are no leaves on the tree. Some baobab trees 
are thousands of years old. There are nine different species of baobab and six of those are native to 
Madagascar.

These giant trees exist in places that are dry for most of the year. The rainy season lasts only about 
3 months. The trees tower above smaller bushes and shrubs in their environment. The trunk’s 
enormous circumference allows it to store water and survive the 9-month long dry season. What is 
the reason for today’s visit?

Baobab flowers bloom at night. Moths 
flock to the trees, as do nocturnal mouse 
lemurs who feed on the moths. Mouse 
lemurs are the smallest lemurs on Earth, 
less than 12 centimeters long. Both the 
moths and the mouse lemurs play an 
important role in pollinating the baobab. 

The most celebrated place to see the trees 
in Madagascar is called the Avenue of 
Baobabs where more than 20 trees, each 
30 meters tall, line the road. 

Status: Endangered
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H A N D O U T  B

The sifaka is a large lemur. Like all lemurs, it is native to Madagascar. Sifakas live together in 
groups of 2 to 9 individuals. The Malagasy people named the sifakas after the lemur’s unique “shi-
fak” call. Another of its calls, a “zzuss” sound, is used to let other members of the lemur group 
know that a predator such as a fossa is nearby. 

Soft white fur covers the sifaka’s body. Its legs are so powerful that it can leap as much as 9 meters 
from branch to branch. A sifaka can also stand upright on the ground on two legs and hop side-
ways through the rainforest.

Sifakas spend most of the day and night in trees where they find leaves, seeds, fruits, and flowers 
to eat. Much of their day is spent resting. They spend time playing and grooming. They can use 
their bottom front teeth, or toothcomb, for grooming because the teeth are spaced apart like a hair 
comb. 

When sifakas are young, they cling to their mother’s belly or ride on her back. But the mother is 
not alone in taking care of her young. Other members of the group—males and females, old and 
young—play, groom, and carry young sifakas. 

Status: Endangered
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H A N D O U T  C

This gecko inhabits the eastern coast of Madagascar. This gecko is a 
bright green color with two red stripes on its face and reddish dots 
on its back. It is arboreal; that is, it spends most of its time in trees. 
The bright green leaves of the rainforest provide camouflage from 
birds and mammals that are its predators. Day geckos eat insects and 
spiders, as well as some fruit. 
 
It is easy to tell males from females because the females have smaller 
heads and their coloring is not as bright. Males and females engage 
in a ritual mating dance. The males jerk their heads back and forth. 
The females flick their tongues. 
 
Do you see the toe pads in the photograph of this day gecko? The 
day gecko’s toe pads are flat and sticky, allowing geckos to cling to 
vertical surfaces, even surfaces as smooth as glass.  

Status: Not Threatened
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H A N D O U T  D

This moth is one of the largest in existence. It has a wing span of 20 cm, about as wide as this 
placard. Its long, red hind wings with their bright yellow tips reminded people of a comet tail, 
which is why it is called the comet moth. 
 
Like all moths, it is nocturnal. But it isn’t always able to hide from predators. Do you see what looks 
like eyes on its wings? If threatened, the comet moth quickly spreads open its wings so the eye 
spots will scare away predators. 

This beautiful moth lives for only a 
short time, just 4-5 days. The female lays 
about 150 eggs, but only a few survive 
as larvae to feed on rainforest leaves. 
Many are eaten by predators. The comet 
moth’s cocoon is especially suited for 
the heavy rains of the environment. It 
has many holes through which rain can 
pour so the pupae won’t drown. 

Status: Protected in National Parks

Plants and Animals of Madagascar

Comet Moth

Ranomafana National Park



© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute U n i t  1   T r a i t s   5

H A N D O U T  E

The red fody is a small bird, about 12 cm in length. The bird can be found in grasslands all over the 
island of Madagascar, but you’ll only see the bright red coloration during the mating season, and 
only with males. The rest of the year, the red fody males and females look alike, they are both an 
olive brown color.

This bird eats grass seeds, including rice. 
Today, rice is planted widely on the island 
of Madagascar.  When flocks of red fody 
descend on rice fields, they can cause 
considerable crop damage. Farmers try to 
scare away the birds, trap them, or destroy 
their nests.

Grass is also used to build the bird’s nest, 
mainly by the male. The nests are loosely 
woven with a side entrance. If the female 
does not like the nest, she may reject it. The 
female incubates the eggs, but both males 
and females feed and protect the young. 
The bird has a distinctive song used to 
claim its territory.

Status: Not Threatened

Plants and Animals of Madagascar

Red Fody

grasslands and rice fields 



© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute U n i t  1   T r a i t s   6

H A N D O U T  F

Sometimes called the Madagascar cactus, this plant lives in a dry 
environment in southern Madagascar called the Spiny Forest. The plant 
is not really a cactus, although it shares some traits with cacti. Like many 
cacti, it has thorny looking spines and its stems store water. Unlike most 
cacti, though, it produces green leaves in the wet season. 
 
The Madagascar cactus grows slowly but its stems can stand up to 3 
meters tall. With thousands of leaves on each stem, the plants look like 
green poles. At the tips of the stems, small flowers appear. The plant’s 
tiny seeds are light in weight and are dispersed by the wind. 
 
The wet season is very short in the Spiny Forest. The rest of the year this 
plant looks very different. Only the long thorny spines are visible on its 
gray stems. Not many animals dare to touch the plant.  The sharp spines 
are there in the wet season as well, just hidden among the leaves.
 
Although not listed as endangered at the moment, the plant is often used 
for firewood and charcoal. 

Status: Not Endangered
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H A N D O U T  G

The ploughshare tortoise is the most threatened tortoise on the planet. It can be found in only 
one small area of Madagascar along the coast. Here there are dry forests and swamps that provide 
grasses and leafy foods for the tortoise to eat. 

This species of tortoise has a high domed shell that has beautiful designs. The shell is a golden 
brown color, the same shade as the soil in this area. Like other land tortoises, the ploughshare 
retracts its head into its shell when in danger. 

The males can be very aggressive. They use the unique horn shaped structure under their necks to 
attack other males. The fighting often ends when one of the males hooks the horn under the shell 
and flips the other male over. 

The female uses the sharp claws on her hind legs to dig a pit where she lays up to 6 eggs. Then she 
pushes the soil back into the pit so there is no sign of the eggs hidden below the surface. When the 
turtles hatch, they are on their own. The offspring are not dependent on parental care to find food.

Status: Critically endangered
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H A N D O U T  H

 Is it a rat or a bat? Is a bear? No, this odd-looking animal is one of many lemurs that exist in the 
wild only in Madagascar. The nocturnal animal makes its home in thick forests along the coast. It 
sleeps in oval-shaped nests built high in the crown of the trees during the day and searches for food 
at night. 

Aye-ayes eat some fruit and nuts, but their main diet is 
insects. To locate the insects, the aye-aye uses its huge 
ears, its extremely long, thin middle finger, and its large 
front teeth. First it taps on a tree branch and listens to the 
vibrations. If grubs are present, it digs a hole in the wood 
with its teeth and pokes its finger inside the hole to pull out 
the grubs. 

Aye-ayes do not live in groups and they can roam over a 
large territory, sleeping in a different nest each night. The 
female aye-aye has a unique call she uses to attract a male. 
Males and females spend most of their time in the treetops 
and only rarely roam on the forest floor.

Status: Endangered
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