
Astonishing Axolotls

Axolotls are known as Mexican walking fish - even though they are not actually fish. The word axolotl means
‘water dog’ in the Aztec language. Most closely related to tiger salamanders, axolotls are amphibians.
Amphibians are small animals with backbones (known as vertebrates) that need water, or a moist
environment, to survive and include frogs, toads, salamanders and newts. However, axolotls are unusual
because they never grow up! They remain aquatic (living in water) their entire life and never lose their tail,
body fin or fancy, feathery gills that help them breathe underwater. 

Appearance
Axolotls have endearing broad faces and appear to always be smiling! Their eyes have no lids and their natural
colour in the wild is olive-brown with gold speckles. Their stubby lizard legs carry them along the bed of the
shallow lakes in which they live and they can move surprisingly fast - at up to 10 miles per hour. Surviving up
to 15 years on a diet of worms, tadpoles, insects, crustaceans and small fish, axolotls typically grow to be the
length and weight of a good book.

Location
Originally found in just two lakes in the middle of Mexico City, these adorable creatures are now almost
extinct in the wild. Lake Xochimilco and Lake Chalco have been home to this incredible species for around
10,000 years. 

Protecting axolotls
Sadly, axolotls are now critically endangered due to pollution, habitat destruction and drainage (to avoid
flooding and make space for the city’s expansion) of these lakes. However, there is hope for this incredible
species as conservationists battle to secure a welcoming habitat in what remains of Lake Xochimilco. By
building shelters from stacks of rocks and adding reedy plants to help filter clean water being pumped in, it is
hoped that these unique creatures will now flourish.

Abilities
Scientists have been astounded by some of the features of axolotls. It is incredible to discover that they can
regrow their limbs, lungs, heart, jaws, spines, eyes and even parts of their brain! Axolotls have been observed
to regenerate a perfect new limb as many as five times, in just a few weeks. Other organs can similarly
regenerate and every tissue is replaced: skin, bone, cartilage, muscle, and stem cells. This is a highly useful
ability that humans would like to harness. Not only that, axolotls are thought to be 1,000 times more resistant
to cancer than other mammals. Could they hold the key to the end of this illness?

Did you know?
Some axolotls eat each other! Many of these cute creatures actually take a nibble of their brothers and
sisters when they are young. But since they can regenerate this doesn’t mean the end for the little
creatures.
Axolotls do not have teeth. Instead, they use a strong sucking action to crush and consume their prey.
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Glossary
Aztec - Mexican civilisation from the 14th and 15th Century
Crustaceans - an animal with a hard shell and several pairs of legs, which usually lives in water, such as a crab,
lobster or shrimp
Conservationists - people who try to protect the environment and wildlife
Regenerate - to regrow
Stem cells - special cells in the body that can develop into many different types of cells to repair the body
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