[image: image1.jpg]The aim of this prospects column

is to bring you information about

some of the very different and

stimulating activities that can

= develop from an interest in the
B8 biological sciences.

» wimming with dolphins in an azure blue sea while

the sun beats down on you, or trekking through the
rainforest amid the lush green vegetation...sounds
appealing, doesn't it? But real conservation projects —
well planned and with clear research goals — are also
challenging, exhausting, sometimes disappointing and
very hard work! At the beginning of July 2002, I left
England with 18 other volunteers aged between 18
and 29, from the UK, Holland and the USA. At the
time we were complete strangers, but over the next 10
weeks we became close friends as we worked together
as research assistants on a marine conservation project
in the southwest of Madagascar (see Box 1 on p. 32),
run by Frontier, a section of the Society for Environ-
mental Exploration.

We were based near Anakao, a small village. The people
of Anakao and many of the other villages along the
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south coast depend on fishing, and there were vast
numbers of outriggers and pirogues, the boats used by
the local fishermen, out on the reefs every day. It was
clear that the nearby reefs were becoming degraded
through over-fishing. This was one reason why Frontier
set up its Marine Project in January 1999.

In the 1980s, the government of Madagascar set up
a ‘National Environmental Action Plan’ to record all of
Madagascar’s species, and develop better management
plans for areas at risk. International organisations like
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Madagascar is a large tropical island the size of Spain and
Portugal together, 400 km off the east coast of Africa. It has
been separated from Africa for 165 million years, and many
of the species of plants and animals on it are endemic,
meaning that they evolved there and are found nowhere else.
Because of its high proportion of endemic species, Mada-
gascar is one of the world’s 25 biodiversity ‘hotspots’. One
group of mammals — the lemurs — reached Madagascar
before it was cut off from Africa. They evolved into forms
that occupy many niches which in the rest of Africa are occu-
pied by different species of monkey.

Madagascar is one of the poorest nations on Earth and the
human population has grown too large to support the tradi-
tional ways of farming and fishing without causing permanent
damage. 90% of the forests have been cut down, and the
resulting soil erosion pours into the surrounding seas. This
pollution further reduces the catch of coastal fisheries which
are already suffering from overfishing.

A number of the Frontier staff were Malagasy, as
the natives of Madagascar are called, and we needed to
learn the basics of their language in order to work
closely with them and with the fishermen to monitor
the daily catch. We had lectures on the language but
found that the best teacher was experience.

We were assigned in groups of two to four to a number
of different research projects, headed by an individual
staff member. One student led each project and was
responsible for deciding what data to collect, making
sure enough data were gathered, helping to organise
people for collection, and overseeing the procedures.
Verreaux's sifaka Frontier help by providing trained researchers, money  The student leader then wrote an introduction, a
lemur mother donated by various affiliated funding bodies and enthu-  description of the methods and a record of the results in
and baby. siastic volunteers. In this way, Frontier is carrying out  alogbook to pass on to the next group of students. Later,
vital work in Madagascar. The research objectives of  the staff member was to produce a report for future
each part of the project were made clear to us from the  publication back in the UK. The project I led was on
outset. We learned exactly what Frontier was trying to  spider tortoises. This species of tortoise is endemic to
achieve, why it needed to be done and how the final ~ southwest Madagascar and is endangered because its
reports would be used. We felt that we were providing — meat is a local delicacy.
a small but significant piece of a jigsaw puzzle. Our main project was investigating the local fish-
Students from the local university joined us for  eries. There were two branches: fishing and gleaning.
3 weeks, so that they could learn the techniques and  Gleaning is performed by the women and children. They
skills to continue the work after Frontier leaves. It wasa  go out into the lagoon in front of the fringing reef at low
great experience to work towards the same goal with  tide and collect whatever they can eat or sell —
students from a completely different background. To
make sure that the data we collected would be useable,
everyone had to know exactly what to do, so the training
required for the work was quite extensive. The staff
trained us in scuba diving, fish identification, coral reef
conservation, health and safety in the field and first aid.
We were also trained to estimate fish sizes, because we
were going to collect data on sizes as well as species of
fish. The training involved a painfully early start, being
plunged into the cold water and made to snorkel along
a line of plastic fish, estimating their size! Underwater,
| things seem 25% bigger and closer than they actually
are, so when collecting data we had to allow for this.
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[image: image3.jpg]octopuses, shellfish, seaweed etc. A favourite food is sea
cucumbers, which are relatives of starfish (sea stars).
Their bodies are dried, to be eaten later. We gathered
data on what the gleaners were using and whether they
were adult male or female, or children. We did this in
pairs, in 2-hour stints, on the end of the pier for up to
20 hours a day for a full lunar cycle of tides (28 days),
with a folder and pencil and pair of binoculars!

We had the opportunity to go on satellite camps
during this phase. One of these was on the nearby
island of Nosy Ve. We had to get permission from the
village elders to go there, because Nosy Ve is a sacred
island where the dead are buried and the ancestors’
spirits are believed to dwell there. Our purpose was to
survey the reefs of Nosy Ve, in order to assess their
health. From this information, the elders of the village
could decide if they should classify the reefs as a
‘no fishing zone’, to protect them from further
degradation. Many of the data were also sent to the
government authorities.

Our work was completely non-intrusive. We
collected data for the production of reports but avoided
getting involved directly. Human involvement in nature,
whether good or bad, can have a huge effect on the
organisms. If we help, we can make animals reliant on
us. People in Frontier believe that the best way to
conserve environmental habitats is to observe, and use
those observations to draw conclusions and produce
plans that will benefit the organisms.

The challenges...

The project was not always rewarding. There were times
when we were disappointed and dejected. As with any
activity, things can go wrong, and results can be incon-
clusive. We took part in a ‘shark chumming’ project,
shipping in large quantities of ‘chum’ (cattle blood),
taking this out on the boats and pouring it into the
water in the hope of attracting sharks to record their
numbers. The day consisted of hours of waiting, hoping
one would appear, but going home disappointed. On
another occasion, one of the boats lost its engine out at
sea. After nearly capsizing, we spent hours in the dark
in wet diving gear waiting for rescue! Diving was
affected for a few days until a replacement engine was
located, and a planned split into two sub-camps, one
further down the coast, had to be cancelled.

The work was exhausting at times. The. 2—4 a.m.
gleaning survey watch was very unpopular, but without
it the rest of the survey would have been invalid. Nor
did we enjoy the early morning exercise estimating fish
size, but without it we could not contribute to the dive
surveys. The locations of some of our tortoise
transects involved a 19 km walk in the heat of the day
— hard work!

Among the worst tasks were various camp duties —
rising before everyone else to prepare breakfast, making
bread, cooking meals and washing-up in the sea (in
the pitch black at high tide, this was quite hazardous!)
There was also compressor duty — filling the diving
tanks every night, staying up until each one was full!
We weren’t made to do any part of the work or camp
jobs, but the staff assumed that as we were there, we
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were committed to helping in every way we could, and
so we did.

Because we were living in such basic conditions, we
were sometimes ill. Every one of us experienced trop-
ical ulcers, parasitic diseases or food poisoning, and in
our remote location we had limited medical supplies.
Our only contact with the outside world was the post,
and this took 4-8 weeks to arrive!

A major consideration when taking part in projects
of this sort is the cost. As these projects are mainly
funded by the contributions of the volunteers, they can
be costly. Flights, visa and insurance were extra. Alto-
gether it was a lot of money. I managed to raise the
money I needed through sponsorship and a university
travel bursary. Fund-raising efforts were surprisingly
effective and sometimes good fun but involved a lot of
effort and commitment.

...and the rewards!

For me, as I'm sure for everyone else, the good points
far outweighed the bad. My favourite part was taking
part in humpback whale transects (see Box 2 on p. 34).
The humpback whales were in the Mozambique
Channel for mating and nursing. We would go out on
the boat for a 1-hour period, noting the number and sex
of the whales we saw, and the number of young. I saw
at least 30 whales and two were less than 30 metres
away. They were floating on the surface for a long time.
Then they dived spectacularly, raising their tails in the
air as they did. It was an amazing sight!

The diving too was spectacular, and it was rewarding
to be able to identify the differences in biodiversity
between protected and unprotected reefs. The most
rewarding part of the personal projects was an exciting
discovery. We found a species of gecko which for a long
time had been thought to be extinct. It was last seen in
Madagascar in the nineteenth century. A paper will be
published on our discovery soon. The reward of seeing
our research put into a paper was amazing, and we
were encouraged to help with the data analysis and
report writing at all stages.

About 60 species
of chameleon are

endemic to
Madagascar.
This panther
chameleon is
displaying
aggressive
coloration.
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Humpback whales occur in all oceans, but there
are three distinct populations: in the north
Atlantic, the north Pacific and the southern hemi-
sphere. Whale research was revolutionised when
it was discovered that the patterns on the tail
flukes are enough to identify an individual from
photographs. Their population has dwindled from
125000 to less than 8000, mainly as a result of
whaling. Humpback whales are toothless (baleen)
whales. The baleen comprises plates of keratin
which hang from the roof of the mouth and serve
to filter food — schooling fish and swarms of
shrimp-like krill. All populations undertake vast
migrations between summer feeding grounds in
polar seas and winter breeding grounds in
warmer waters. Gestation takes about a year, so
young conceived in the tropics are born the
following year when the whales return. A mother
and calf are often accompanied by a third indi-
vidual, which is usually a male intent on mating
with the mother and fighting off the attentions of
other males.

(A) Humpback whale, showing baleen hanging
inside the upper jaw. (B) Migration between winter
breeding grounds and summer feeding grounds.
(C) Variation in pigment pattern on tail flukes.
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There are a number of ‘environmental holidays’ for
young people, not all of which make a real contribution
to conservation. Some involve invasive methods of
conservation. This may be justified in some instances,
such as scrub clearance, but it is still human interference
with nature. If you are genuinely concerned about envi-
ronmental problems and want to do something to help,
choose your project carefully. Decide what it is you feel
you can contribute to most, and exactly what the project
is trying to achieve. Will you undertake work that is
important for protecting the local environment? Or is
work done on the project more detrimental to nature
than good, in your view? Will the animals alter their
activities as a result of human presence/intervention?
Is the project long or short term? Will the organisa-
tion'’s presence in the country have a lasting effect? What

would you personally like to gain from the experience?
These are some of the questions that you need to answer.

If you want to make a genuine contribution, you
can. If you want to experience hands-on conservation,
gain valuable skills and know that you have helped
broaden existing knowledge on environmental topics,
you can. You will find exactly what you are looking for.
It will not be a ‘holiday with a difference’. It will require
real commitment but you will receive the reward of
knowing that you really have helped. You may not save
a rainforest single-handedly, but you will add your piece
to the jigsaw puzzle!

Frances Pearson is a second year student studying
biology in the School of Biological Sciences at the
University of Manchester. She hopes to become a
science journalist.





