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		When you see a giraffe, what’s the first thing you do? That’s right, you look up, up, and up! The giraffe is the tallest mammal on Earth. The tallest recorded giraffe was a male that was brought to the Chester Zoo in England from Kenya. It was less than six metres tall at the top of its ‘horns’ and it almost grazed the roof of its house. This extremely tall animal was named George. Even the giraffe’s legs are unusually long, each one taller than the average human being.
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What Is the Giraffe’s Scientific Name?



		The ancient Greeks actually gave the giraffe its scientific name. They thought it looked like a camel wearing a leopard’s skin, so they called it Giraffa camelopardalis. Notice that the words camel and loparda are in the name: camel and leopard. And it’s true that it does kind of look like a combination of two different animals. It’s almost like nature got confused when the giraffe was formed! The beautifully spotted coat of the giraffe has something in common with fingerprints; no two are exactly alike.



		
Even though their coats are each unique, giraffes from the same area have coats that look similar.
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The Giraffe Is Tall in Many Ways!



		Not only is the giraffe the tallest animal, it has the longest neck, too. But in spite of how long its neck is, it still has the same number of vertebrae as almost every other mammal, exactly seven. Even your own neck has seven vertebrae! Another very long thing about the giraffe is the tongue. The giraffe uses its tongue for eating plants. It isn’t hard to wrap your tongue around leaves to pull them into your mouth if your tongue is 50 centimetres long!



		Because the giraffe’s tongue is exposed so often to the sun, it is dark-coloured, helping prevent sunburn.
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What Does the Giraffe Use Its ‘Horns’ For?



		The horns on top of a giraffe’s head are covered with skin and are called ossicones. Giraffes are the only animal born with them. Although some scientists think they help protect the head from injury, male giraffe use them to fight. They swing their powerful necks and knock into each other, sometimes so hard that the other giraffe falls over. They can cause real damage to each other in these fights, sometimes breaking necks or jaws. This fighting behaviour is called ‘necking’.



		
The sound of one giraffe hitting another one can be heard over 100 metres away.
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How Does the Giraffe Get Blood All the Way Up to Its Brain?



		Because of the giraffe’s unusual shape, its cardiovascular system is very special. Its heart can be 60 centimetres long and weigh up to 11 kilograms! The heart has to work very hard to pump blood up the long neck to the brain and to keep the giraffe’s blood pressure stable when it puts its head up or down. If not for the unique system, the giraffe would faint when it lifted its head!



		The giraffe has elastic, one-way valves in the neck that keep the head from swelling when the giraffe lowers its head. Without those valves, the giraffe could not live.
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How Else Is the Giraffe’s Body Unique?



		
The giraffe’s body is quite unusual. It has the longest tail of any animal on Earth, up to 2.5 metres long. A single one of its feet can weigh 270 kilograms. That makes sense when you realize that the giraffe’s body can easily weigh up to 1,500 kilograms (a ton and a half)! Even a baby giraffe weighs a lot - up to 70 kilograms on its two metres-tall frame.



		
Although the back legs look shorter than the front legs, they are actually about the same length: two metres.
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Do Giraffes Live in Herds?



		Giraffe society is different from other herds of animals. They move in loosely knit groups that change from time to time. The only really tight bond is between a mother giraffe, called a cow, and her baby, called a calf. The males are called bulls and generally live alone, only joining when it’s time to mate. The dominant animal in the group keeps its head held higher than the rest.



		
A herd of giraffes is called a tower. Although it sounds funny, it makes sense because they are so tall, don’t you think?
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Are Giraffes Social Animals?



		Giraffes are not territorial. The males fight each other only for the right to mate with the females and otherwise live sociably. When their fighting is done, they may still live in the same herd together and be friendly toward each other. Older males may decide to live alone, but since giraffes are very sociable, they mostly stay together.



		Young females with calves form groups called nurseries where they help each other take care of the young ones while mothers take turns eating.
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How Long Are Giraffe Mothers Pregnant?



		Giraffe mothers are pregnant for about 14 - 15 months. When the mother is ready to give birth, she does not lie down. Instead, the baby must survive a fall of about two metres to the ground. That’s a long fall for a newborn animal! Within an hour of birth, the young calf can stand up and walk around and even run.



		Sadly, only about 50% of baby giraffes survive to their first birthday.
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What Sounds Do Giraffes Make?



		People think these calm animals don’t make any sounds, but that’s not really true. The males make a sound like a cough during courtship season and all of them whistle and moan. They also make sounds too low for human ears to hear, which is how they communicate at a distance. They do not have a specific sound like a cat or a dog, sounding somewhat like a cow, only sharper. Most communication is done through body language.



		When young giraffes are in danger, they can be very loud, such as when they see a lion or hyena. Otherwise, they are pretty quiet.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
Where Do Giraffes Live?



		Giraffes live on the continent of Africa, in grasslands, savannahs or in open woodlands. Some people think that because they eat leaves at the top of trees, they prefer forests. However, since they need lots of space to move around, they actually like open areas so they can run from predators. They are most commonly found in East Africa or in Angola and Zambia in south-western Africa.
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Are They Fast?



		Giraffes move in a unique way. When they walk, they move both legs on one side of their body and then the legs on the other side. So they swing both left legs forward and then both right legs. However, when they run their gait is similar to other animals. Their back legs cross outside their front legs when they run at speed.



		
Giraffes are fast for short distances. They can reach speeds of up to 56 kilometres per hour before they get tired and have to slow down.
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What Other Unusual Things Do Giraffes Do?



		It used to be thought that giraffes could not swim or jump, but in fact they can do both. It is highly unusual because there is not much for them to jump over or swim through in their natural habitat. Giraffes have been recorded jumping about one metre high, and although they do it poorly, they can also swim. Wading is more their style, though.



		
Giraffes sleep for only a few minutes at a time once they are grown. Babies sometimes lie down and rest their heads on their rumps like a pillow!
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		How Do Giraffes Avoid Their Enemies?



		Since giraffes are so tall, they can see predators coming from a long way off. The open country they live in makes it hard for other animals to sneak up on them. Generally, when a giraffe sees danger, it will run away. But a kick from one of its strong legs can cause real damage to an unlucky lion.



		Lions, leopards, hyenas and Nile crocodiles are the giraffe’s natural predators. But the most dangerous of all is man.
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What Do Giraffes Eat?



		These long-necked beauties are herbivores, meaning they only eat plants. They can easily reach leaves, seeds, fruits, buds and branches high up in acacia and mimosa trees. Like cows, giraffes chew their cud. This means they partially digest their food and then bring it up to chew it again. They also have four compartments in their stomachs like cows do. Males eat from the higher branches, while females eat closer to the ground.



		
Giraffes only need to drink water once every few days. They get most of the moisture they need from the leaves they eat. If necessary, they may go weeks without drinking!
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How Much Do They Eat?



		Giraffes eat an amazing amount of food every day. On average, a giraffe will eat about 34 kilograms of food each day, but it takes all day to do it. That’s because each bite is only a few leaves at a time. Their favourite food are acacia leaves but they also eat fruits and flowers in season. On the other hand, they don’t eat much grass at all.



		The giraffe’s tongue is not only long but extremely tough, too. The thorns on the acacia tree don’t seem to bother it at all, which is why they eat acacia when other animals avoid it.
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		How Long Do They Live?



		
Giraffes have not been recorded well in the wild, so we don’t really know how long they live. Some wildlife conservationists think they may live up to about 25 years in the wild and some think it is closer to 15 years, but without good records, it is difficult to know. We do know, however, that in zoos they tend to live longer due to the care they receive from humans.



		
A female giraffe in the Oklahoma City Zoo in Oklahoma, United States, lived to be 32 years old. She died in December of 2017.
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Are Giraffes Endangered?



		Since the mid-1980s, the giraffe population in Africa has been reduced to about 40% of what it was. From 150,000 in 1985, the numbers have dropped to about 97,000 today. Poachers are killing giraffes in record numbers while human homes and businesses have broken up their habitat into smaller areas. A single giraffe typically needs 20 to 130 square kilometres to live, but they easily live together with their group, overlapping with other groups, since they are not territorial.



		People could learn a lot from the way giraffes live together. They are friendly toward each other and do not fight over territory like other species do.
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      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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