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Our mission  

to inspire and excite 

our visitors with the wonder 

of living animals, and so to 

promote the conservation 

of threatened species 

and habitats.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE

The Royal Zoological Society of Scotland is a registered 
charity (SC 004064).

Visiting China to sign a Letter of 
Intent for the loan to the Society of 
two giant pandas was a memorable 

event for Sean Rowles, Iain Valentine and 
me, and it was made even more so by 
the huge earthquake in Sichuan province 
one week after we returned. The Wolong 
Panda Conservation Centre, which we 
visited, was almost at the epicentre of 
the ‘quake and has been devastated, so 
much so, in fact, that it will be rebuilt 
elsewhere.

This allows us to complete the changes 
in our governance, including a smaller 
Board of Trustees. At this year’s AGM 
three new trustees – Christine Patch, 
Professor Colin Galbraith and Donald 
Emslie joined the Board. Donald was 
elected Chairman of the Board, taking 
over from Henry Elliot who stepped 
down after ten years in the post.

In July we suffered the loss of Marian 
Hart, a committed member and 
volunteer for over 20 years.  Marian 
had a great passion for wildlife, and was 
extremely generous with her time.  Over 
the years she helped with all aspects 
of volunteer duties, was a ‘regular’ for 
most of the summer schools and, more 
recently, she was a valued member 
of the ‘Tuesday Ladies’ helping our 
Membership & Adoption team. She will 
be remembered with great affection.

Our summer weather was decidedly 
mixed.  Our visitor numbers are up on 
last year, in contrast to many other visitor 
attractions in Scotland. This I hope is a 
refl ection of the major investments we 
have made at both the Zoo and HWP. 
Let’s hope a late Indian summer helps 
boost those numbers further.

 

The arrival of giant pandas 

at Edinburgh Zoo will allow 

the Society to be one of only 

eight European & American 

zoos to participate in this 

internationally signifi cant 

conservation project.

The Society was the fi rst foreign 
organisation to send money and 
equipment to help our new colleagues 
at Wolong. Five staff and one panda 
were killed, but the Director, Dr Zhang 
Hemin has done a tremendous job in 
rescuing over 60 pandas in the face of 
overwhelming diffi culties. Read more on 
page 3.

Conservation and research are at 
the heart of this initiative and the arrival 
of giant pandas at Edinburgh Zoo will 
allow the Society to be one of only 
eight European & American zoos to 
participate in this internationally signifi cant 
conservation project. However much 
still needs to be done before the loan is 
agreed. Giant pandas have an iconic status 
in China and they will be seen as a gift of 
political friendship between Chinese and 
UK governments. Not a step to be taken 
lightly by either government.

The Society’s Privy Council has fi nally 
approved our new Charter & Statutes. 
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Giant pandas coming to 
Scotland
As you will have read in David’s letter the Zoo is planning to 

introduce pandas. 

If the project is successful, the Zoo will be only the eighth zoo 

in the west to care for this enigmatic and endangered species. For 

the Society to be considered suitable by the Chinese Government, 

we have to demonstrate that we have the commitment and 

expertise to care for this species. The Society has an excellent 

record for breeding endangered species and a world-renowned 

reputation for providing expert, specialist care for exotic animals. 

The proposal is that the pair of pandas will be on loan to the 

Society for ten years, during which time they will, it is hoped, give 

birth to cubs.

Why are we doing this?
The population of giant pandas in the wild is currently about 

1,500. While this is still far too low, the population is being 

sustained, thanks to research being carried out by certain zoos in 

various countries. 

At the Wolong Research Centre, a reserve for giant pandas in 

the Sichuan province of China, the success rate of their breeding 

programme has improved signifi cantly following various research 

programmes carried out by the zoos. As part of the formal 

agreement to be eventually made with the Chinese Government, 

the Society will collaborate on research projects which benefi t 

conservation in the wild. In addition to sharing research results 

with Chinese conservationists, the Society will also provide 

substantial funding to support conservation projects for giant 

pandas in the wild. 

Shortly after David and Iain returned from China, the Wolong 

Research Centre was hit by the earthquake which struck the 

Sichuan province of China. The Centre was devastated and several 

members of staff lost their lives; the Society was the fi rst zoological 

society to respond to the relief efforts by sending £10,000 and 

satellite communication equipment. The Chinese authorities intend 

to build another breeding centre in Sichuan and we will continue 

to help in any way we can. Events such as this emphasise the 

importance of keeping pandas in zoos and sanctuaries, where the 

future of the species can be ensured.

Shouldn’t pandas be left 
in the wild?  

We agree that conservation of the pandas’ natural habitat 

is important, as is stopping the hunting of pandas, but the 

conservation breeding programme is recognised as an important 

part of saving the species. 

New reserves are being established which is great news, but in 

order for this to work for pandas, we also need to have a viable 

population with genetically diverse animals, which breed and rear 

young in these reserves. The captive population will consist of 

animals of this type to be held in these reserves;  by doing this, we 

can ensure that the population of giant pandas will expand, both 

geographically and in numbers at a greater rate than by natural 

processes alone. 

The research taking place in zoos improves the breeding of 

pandas and creates greater understanding on our part. It has great 

importance in helping the breeding programme and therefore 

sustaining the population in centres such as Wolong, as well as in 

the wild. 

And if they have cubs?
The pandas will be on loan to us for ten years. Any cubs born 

here will go to the Wolong Research Centre. 

And the next step?
Although we have signed a Letter of Intent, 

there is still a long way to go before we will know 

that giant pandas are defi nitely coming and when. 

We are optimistic, however, that this process will 

be a relatively smooth one.

Panda-monium
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SNIPPETS   

The Whitley 
Awards

In May HRH the Princess Royal presented 

one of the world’s top environmental awards, 

the Whitley Award, to Dr Patricia Medici 

of Brazil, for a project that uses tapirs as 

‘ambassadors’ for conservation, introducing 

them to local communities and so capturing 

interest and support for active habitat 

conservation of benefi t to many wildlife 

species. 

Patricia is the wife of Arnaud Desbiez, one 

of RZSS’s researchers also based in Brazil.

Budongo Forest 
Reserve update

 

For many years the staff at BCFS have 

been running snare-removal patrols in 

the Budongo Forest Reserve. In June 

this project took a major step forward 

when hunters from the Nyakafunjo and 

Nyabyeya villages attended a two-day 

workshop organised by staff at BCFS. 

The workshop included topics such as 

entrepreneurship, the legal status of 

hunting, transmission of disease by bush 

meat, and forest conservation. 

We were pleased when all the 

participants returned on the second day 

and all signed the letter in which they 

declared themselves to be ex-hunters.

The next stage is for our colleagues at 

the BCFS to form small groups of about fi ve 

individuals and write a proposal to BCFS.  

This will state what kinds of alternative 

livelihood projects they would like to start, 

what kind of support they would expect and 

what resources they themselves are willing 

or able to contribute. 

Congratulations to Fred Babweteera and 

his wife Caroline on the arrival of their son 

Timothy on 2 August.

Fast forward 
moves forward 

“Gofastforward” has been delivering 

dynamic training for managers in the Staff 

Training Suite at the top of the Mansion 

House – Callum Meikle, MD is pictured 

with Judith Auld, Head of Human 

Resources at RZSS – Judith says “The 

Society is committed to providing skills and 

teambuilding opportunities for managers 

through training.”

LifeLinks on line?  
The Society currently communicates 

with over 11,000 people on a regular basis 

via email, keeping them up-to-date with 

our latest news on animals, events and 

special offers.  Email is an economical and 

environmentally friendly way to keep in 

touch and we are delighted to extend this 

service by offering LifeLinks electronically as 

well.  You are welcome to continue receiving 

LifeLinks by post, but if you would like to 

receive it by email, just let us know.  Email 

your name and email address to

kmackay@rzss.org.uk requesting LifeLinks 

to be emailed in the future.  If you would 

also like next year’s Annual Review by email 

instead of by post, just tell us in your email 

and we’ll organise that too!

Edinburgh Zoo launches new site
A dynamic new website was launched in May. It has additional features and 

is packed full of compelling content.  All round, it offers a more enjoyable user 
experience so check it out for yourself at www.edinburghzoo.org.uk

Tooth and Claw
An exciting new exhibition will open at 

Edinburgh Zoo from 1 November called 

“Tooth and Claw – Living alongside Britain’s 

predators”.

The Tooth and Claw Exhibition provides 

a fascinating insight into how we really feel 

about Britain’s predators and what this tells 

us about our changing relationship with the 

natural world.

We are reminded of our fears, our 

prejudices and our inconsistencies.  We are 

reminded too of our place in nature, as the 

most powerful predator of all.
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FOCUS ON  

Above left to right: Gavin, Colin, Rachael, Above left to right: Gavin, Colin, Rachael, 

Angela, Suzanne, Sean and Nick.Angela, Suzanne, Sean and Nick.

Birds 
The Bird section currently has six full 

time staff, and two part time staff, working 

with over 43 species and 180+ individuals. 

The collection has changed greatly over 

the last few years, and is now spread 

throughout the Zoo from the Chilean 

fl amingos near the front entrance to the 

Darwin’s rhea at the very top of the hill. 

Since the move from the old Birdhouse 

and Parrot Garden (now Budongo Trail), 

some species still remain off-show but are 

gradually being moved back into public 

view. New species to the collection in 

the last year include ocellated turkey and 

Vulturine guineafowl in the East Aviaries, 

and three white-naped crane in the duck 

ponds.  

 This year has been another successful 

breeding season and it’s not over yet! 

The Victoria crowned pigeons in the 

Australasian Aviary have a youngster, 

and a female bird (hatched last year) was 

recently relocated to Bristol Zoo as part of 

the ongoing breeding programme for this 

vulnerable species. In the African Aviary, 

the Von der Decken’s hornbills have raised 

another four chicks and, although we 

unfortunately lost the adult female in June, 

the male has proved to be an excellent 

single parent. The Violet turaco and Lilac-

breasted rollers have been getting up to 

their own breeding-related behaviour. If 

they do have chicks, this would be a fi rst 

for us with these two species, so fi ngers 

crossed! 

 The hammerkop are doing well 

again this year, with two chicks already 

fl edged and moved into the Waldrapp ibis 

 In 2005, Edinburgh Zoo became the 

second zoo in the world to successfully 

breed the critically endangered Montserrat 

oriole. As a result of the enclosure transfers 

from the old Birdhouse to off-show 

aviaries, oriole breeding was suspended 

until this year when they started it again 

with four chicks from two clutches this 

season. Another species whose breeding 

was temporarily suspended by the move 

were the Thick-billed parrots, which have 

now been moved back on show (next to 

the Monkey House), and currently have 

one chick which is still in the nest box. 

 Two male Darwin’s rhea were recently 

relocated to London Zoo. Our pair laid 

eggs for the fi rst time this year; these were 

pulled for artifi cial incubation and, although 

most of the eggs appeared infertile, this is 

defi nitely a good sign for next year. New 

species to the section are a pair of Stanley 

(or blue) crane, which can be seen in the 

hog-deer enclosure, and a pair of Cochin-

Chinese red junglefowl in the East Aviaries 

which have three chicks at present. Red 

junglefowl are believed to be the wild 

ancestor of all domestic chickens. New 

species currently off show are a female 

Eclectus parrot and a female snowy 

crowned robin-chat (both of 

which are to later be joined 

by a male). We hope to 

have these two new 

species out on show 

soon. 

Rachael Miller
Keeper

Birds

enclosure, and more chicks which are still in 

the nest. The Marabou storks are currently 

in the fl amingo house as we gradually 

introduce the pair to each other, with 

the help of some positive reinforcement 

training. This training will also be used to 

help in veterinary procedures, as well as 

providing great enrichment. 

 The Chilean fl amingo fl ock has been 

increased to 32 individuals and our 

revamped nest site has attracted a lot of 

nest-building activity. If only the weather 

would stay dry long enough for eggs to 

be laid! Also in this enclosure, the Chiloe 

wigeon have raised two ducklings, and the 

seven scarlet ibis have been showing their 

true colours. 

h of 

ed 
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A
fter a hectic spring when lots of new 

animals arrived at the Park, summer 

was the time for quite a number of 

births, particularly in our new species. The 

fi rst Mishmi takin to be born in the Highlands 

arrived at the end of March, followed by 

a second female at the start of May, bring-

ing our herd to ten. The births were well 

reported in the press and on television which 

meant good publicity for us. 

Our Przewalski horses have had a bumper 

year, with four foals altogether, and we also 

welcomed our fi rst kiang foal (Tibetan wild 

ass). The kiang and yak now have a purpose-

built hillock in their paddock, constructed 

by the Royal Engineers who carried out 

work for us at Easter, when they changed 

our entrance / exit road system. The army 

also helped fi nish the area around the new 

viewpoint which looks over Insh Marshes. 

Along with the demonstration seating area, 

interpretation panels and animal sculptures by 

the boardwalk from the forest, the hillock is a 

wonderful addition to the Park. 

The forest itself has also had its fair share 

of attention, not only because of the fantastic 

wildcat information panels which have 

recently been completed, but also because 

of the arrival of two litters of wildcat kittens. 

All our visitors have been charmed by these 

additions to an endangered species. 

Other births included three Bukhara deer 

calves, four markhor lambs, one urial lamb, 

a bison calf, and 15 red deer calves – so you 

can see how busy it’s been! 

In July we introduced the last group of 

snow monkeys to our established troop. 

This went well and visitors can now see all 

the monkeys during the daily feeding talk.   In 

May, the Gardens’ team came up from the 

Zoo with a huge number of plants which 

have transformed the area surrounding the 

café patio and the snow-monkey viewing 

area.

Work is also well underway now on the 

Amur tiger enclosure and we hope that this 

will be fi nished in the autumn. Meanwhile 

construction is still taking place around the 

red pandas’ area which has benefi ted greatly 

from some suitable planting on a Himalayan 

theme. The housing for the Bactrian camels is 

almost complete, along with the winter aviary 

for Himalayan snowcocks, the Satyr tragopans 

and the choughs – all of which provide plenty 

of reasons for you to come and see for 

yourselves!

Helen Armour
Visitor Services Offi cer

ANIMAL UPDATE Highland Wildlife Park
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ANIMAL UPDATEEdinburgh Zoo

Penguins  
It has been another great breeding season so far, with 39 

surviving gentoo chicks and one surviving rockhopper chick. Two 

rockhopper chicks were hatched, one from the same pair that 

hatched a chick last year and one from a new pair. The pair who 

were unsuccessful last year again failed to feed their chick suffi ciently 

and it was removed for hand-rearing. At fi rst it did very well, but at 

about four weeks old it stopped feeding and, on examination by the 

vets, was found to have an enlarged liver and died before it could 

receive any treatment. Fortunately, the chick – a male – from the 

new pair thrived with its parents (with a little help from the keepers) 

and can now be seen exploring the enclosure. What is even more 

rewarding is that its sire is a young male which was hand-reared by 

keepers fi ve years ago. 

At the time of writing three king penguin eggs have been laid and 

are due to hatch soon, so we are hoping for success with them as 

well. 

We have now received our fi rst Patagonian sea lion, a male called 

Sofus, who came to us from Aalborg Zoo in Denmark. As he comes 

from another country he must complete a six-month quarantine 

period for rabies and, therefore, we have temporary fencing round 

his enclosure. He is three years old and, although he appears 

already to be quite large, he has a lot of growing to do; males can 

reach up to 2.5 metres in height and 350kg in weight!

Roslin Talbot
Head KeeperLiving Links

Since the last issue of LifeLinks we have been very busy moving 

all the brown capuchin and squirrel monkeys into Living Links and 

getting the whole building into full operation.  By now many of 

you will have seen the wonderful enclosures and know that the 

monkeys have settled in very well.  So well, in fact, that one of 

our young, female brown capuchins, Sylvie, became a fi rst-time 

mother just weeks after moving in.  Her baby, along with Lana’s 

slightly older offspring, can now be seen getting braver every day, 

coming off their mums for a bit longer each time and starting to 

investigate the enclosure on their own.  

The mixing of the two species has gone well and, apart from 

the odd vocal disagreement over something (usually a tasty treat), 

the monkeys are living together well.  However, we can never 

become complacent with mixed-species exhibits and keepers have 

to remain vigilant to what is happening within each species group 

and how that may affect the balance of the enclosure as a whole.  

Despite the squirrel monkeys being the smaller of the two species, 

they have become very bold and are often seen quite happily 

taking over the capuchins’ indoor enclosures.

Training continues apace and we plan to begin the fi rst cognitive 

study of the capuchins in the very near future.  Already a number 

of observation and recording studies are taking place, with students 

from Stirling and St Andrews Universities working on a range of 

projects. A databank of capuchin and squirrel monkey calls is being 

created and one student is making recordings of our capuchin calls 

and comparing their structure with a range of different primate 

species. The positive and negative effects of mixing two primate 

species is being observed and analysed, as is the impact of visitor 

numbers on the monkeys. Video cameras have also been set up 

to discover how the capuchins use their indoor enclosure after the 

Zoo is closed and where they prefer to sleep. 

Roisin Campbell-Palmer
Senior Keeper

7
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Hoofstock 
We are happy to announce the new arrival of a long-awaited 

Grevy’s zebra foal! Emily gave birth to a female foal and both seem fi ne 

and healthy.  Another new arrival was an adult female, Daniella, from 

Whipsnade Zoo who will soon be introduced to the others.

Also new to the African Plains was a female nyala calf, bringing the 

number of calves to three. They are all together and can be seen out 

and about all over the enclosure. As a result of several births, the souslik 

colony has also increased in number; just how many offspring there 

are is not defi nite, but four have been seen so far. We also welcomed 

two male swamp wallabies, which have settled in well and can be 

seen in the enclosure next to the koalas. When the takin moved to 

the Highland Wildlife Park, the Japanese serows replaced them in the 

wooded enclosure next to the African Plains.

Vasan, the young male Malayan tapir, has left the collection and the 

adult male Kaka has moved back with the female, Sayang who may be 

due to have another baby, so we are all patiently waiting for the big day 

with our fi ngers crossed.   We now have six male vicuna which have 

moved enclosures for a short period and are now in the camel house 

in the west fi eld. 

Ceri Robertson
Keeper

Presentations
The shows at our hilltop arena have gone well this summer, with 

many of the visitors’ old favourites taking part, including the owls, the 

southern ground hornbill, the vultures, the lorikeets and the bateleur 

eagle. The kune kune pigs have also been 

a big success. The shows give visitors the 

opportunity to interact with some of the 

animals and to experience them close-up 

performing amazing natural behaviour. 

Training is progressing well with Kola, one 

of our blue-and-gold macaws, and we are 

hoping that it won’t be too much longer 

before she is ready for her fi rst show. It is 

always a bit nerve-wracking when we start 

training a new bird to perform free fl ights, 

but Kola is gaining confi dence in the arena 

and, thanks to a strong bond with and lots of trust in her trainers, she 

is now starting to get the idea.  

Rainbow Landings has been very popular with the visitors. We 

have another 17 birds joining the main fl ock once they have fi nished 

their quarantine, bringing the total number of birds to 69. This 

includes three chicks which were hatched in Rainbow Landings earlier 

this year. The fi rst one fl edged fairly quickly, but the other two took 

longer. They are in the off-show area for a time, but will join the fl ock 

in the main exhibit as soon as they are confi dent at fl ying around such 

a large area. Also in Rainbow Landings we have a pair of long-nosed 

potoroo, small marsupials, which are related to the larger marsupials 

such as the kangaroo; they are also known as rat kangaroos. Madge 

and Harold have settled in well and we are very excited as Madge has 

a young joey in her pouch. The joey has been showing an interest in 

the outside world and has been spotted out of the pouch on a couple 

of occasions for very short periods of time. So keep your eyes peeled 

when you are there and you may spot it.

Sarah Wright
Lead Animal Presenter

Carnivores 
As always, things have been busy on the carnivore section.  Our 

male marbled polecat has gone out on breeding loan to another 

collection.  These fascinating little animals are diffi cult to breed from 

and we hope that a change of scene – and females – will prove 

successful.  He will return to us, with a new female, at some point 

in the future.

Kenya, our male hunting dog, recently gave us some cause for 

concern when we had to knock him out to remove a tumour from 

his foreleg. We are relieved that the surgery went well and we 

were able to reunite him with the two females, who both assisted 

in keeping his wound clean ensuring that it healed quickly. 

Our jaguars have been slowly getting to know each other and 

have now been successfully introduced several times. This has been 

a tricky thing to do, because our female, having come from a circus, 

does not know the correct “feline etiquette” and often annoys and 

frustrates the male with her boisterous approaches.  He, however, 

has been a true gentleman and shows great patience towards her.  

As time and introductions progress, we will leave them together for 

much longer periods in the hope that they will eventually mate.  

The last of the Pallas cat kittens recently left the Zoo to go to a 

breeder down south and one of our trio of porcupines has also left 

to go to Blackpool Zoo, after he made it clear that he just could not 

get along with the other male.

New arrivals include Masaya and Maiso, a pair of young maned 

wolves which, we hope, will breed when old enough. Their 

personalities are much more outgoing than those of our last pair 

and they can often be seen out and about in their enclosure or 

playing with their enrichment toys.

Finally, the patter of tiny paws has once again come to the 

section with the birth of a bush dog puppy.  The surprising thing is 

that the mother is little Pico, the female which we bred at the Zoo 

in 2006.  Pico is with both her mother and the male  and all three 

are sharing the duties in raising the pup.  We hope that it will not be 

too long before they are out and about.

Alison Maclean
Head Keeper

ANIMAL UPDATE
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ANIMAL UPDATE

Primates 
The gelada baboon group has now been completed by the 

introduction of a new adult male, Malachi, who arrived from 

Colchester Zoo. He has integrated very well and has mated with 

several of the females, so we hope that the group will increase in 

number by the end of the year.

In the Magic Forest the successful breeding of the pygmy 

marmosets and cotton-top tamarins continues. The recent birth 

of twins brings the cotton-top group up to twelve individuals and, 

as I write, the pygmy marmoset female is heavily pregnant again 

after rearing a single infant born a few months ago. She was given 

a helping hand with it by the golden-headed lion tamarin, Santos, 

who could often be seen carrying the baby around on his back!  

Finally, a new female titi monkey has joined our male in the Magic 

Forest.  They have bonded very well and have mated.

Our howler monkey group has had its ups and downs in the 

past few months.  Our female, Molly, gave birth to an infant at 

the end of April, but Molly died four days later as a result of heart 

complications. The infant was still alive and the decision was 

made to hand-rear it because the offspring of our male are very 

important genetically for the breeding programme because he 

was born in the wild.  Diego is now almost four months old and is 

developing very well.  From the start he has been in visual contact 

with the howler group and by the time you read this he may be 

integrated with them in their enclosure. We are confi dent that he 

will be fully reintroduced to the group by the end of the year.

The ring-tailed lemur group has increased by three after three 

of the females gave birth during March and April.  Our males, 

who initially got on very well, soon fell out during the breeding 

season and two rivals had to be separated because they could 

not reconcile their differences, so one was sent to join a bachelor 

group at Belfast Zoo.  The group is now very settled and you can 

see the remaining male being jumped on by his three boisterous 

offspring!

Donald Gow
Senior Keeper

Budongo Trail
It’s been six months since the chimpanzees and staff moved into 

Budongo Trail and I’m pleased to say that both have settled in very 

well, with the chimps taking to the house even more quickly than 

the keepers! The chimpanzees were introduced gradually to the 

different areas of their new enclosure and we were pleased to see 

them climbing the trees and frames and exploring every inch of 

each pod, and displaying all their different forms of locomotion.  

In early June the chimps were given access to the outdoor area 

and to everyone’s surprise it was Ricky, our oldest chimp, aged 47, 

who was fi rst out.  He headed into the new climbing frame fi rst 

of all, but soon moved to the more familiar frame at the northern 

side of the enclosure. The rest of the chimps weren’t far behind 

him. Initially, the group seemed to prefer the north area, but it 

wasn’t long before they started investigating, moving around the 

new climbing frame, poking twigs into the holes in the creeper 

vines, and tasting all the different varieties of plants and trees 

specially selected and planted by our Gardens’ team – the lime 

trees seemed to be a big hit. Liberius, the youngest at nine years 

old, even ventured across the small stream for a look about, but, 

as we write, he is still the only one to do so.  

An important part of the Budongo team’s day is Positive 

Reinforcement Training (PRT).  PRT is used as a veterinary and 

management aid to get animals to, for example, present their 

foot for inspection. When they do this correctly they are given a 

reward. This is voluntary for the chimps and some are very eager, 

while others are more reluctant. This training really helped us 

recently when we noticed that Emma, one of our female chimps, 

appeared to be ill. She had to have a general anaesthetic so that 

we could remove an infection from her air-sac.  The vet team 

cleared the infected area and Emma recovered well from her 

operation. However her air-sac now needs to be cleaned daily 

to prevent any further infection and by using PRT we are able to 

get Emma to present her chest for the keepers and allow it to be 

cleaned.

Sarah Gregory
Keeper
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funded by RZSS, the team focused its activities on the land 
around Mount Oku, which has, arguably, the largest montane 
forest in West Africa.  Here we surveyed farmland (entirely 
smallholding farms of bananas, coffee and maize) and forest, 
searching for frogs, toads, caecilians (amphibians), snakes and 
lizards, counting how many species and which species lived 
in each area. We caught mostly amphibians, with very few 
reptiles during this colder wet season, and more species were 
recorded in the farmland, but the forest had the most species 
unique to the Cameroon Highlands. That fewer species were 
present in the forest has been interpreted to be a factor of 
the altitude, and more consistent studies are being planned 
to refi ne these surveys to take account more effectively for 
altitude.

Amphibians were also screened for the killer chytrid fungus, 
which has led to the extinction of some kinds of amphibians 
all over the world. This disease was, thankfully, not present, 
which was a relief considering our discovery of many deaths 
for one endangered species of frog. This was the Lake Oku 
Clawed Frog, found only in the 250-hectare Lake Oku, about 
which there is minimal information concerning its biology. We 
made a preliminary population census of this species, which has 
provided a trial run for longer-term research.

We interacted with the community a lot, with meetings on 
the traditional level with the Fon of Kom and meetings on the 
municipal level with the mayor of Belo and the community 
of Belo. People were very interested in our work and often 
brought animals for us to see and to make observations on. 

Many people here live by subsistence agriculture, which 

Project Belo ~ 

The biodiversity of Africa is often presented to the West 
(ie us!) with images of savannah with lions, giraffes, 
wildebeest; and forests with gorillas, chimps and 

elephants. Rarely do we glimpse some of the true power-
houses of African biodiversity – the Afromontane ecosystems, 
including the Eastern Arc Mountains of Tanzania, the Ethiopian 
Highlands, the plateaus of Malawi, and the Biafran Highlands 
of West Africa.  The Biafran Highlands is a mountain chain of 
volcanic origin, which starts at Equatorial Guinea and extends 
in a line up to Cameroon and westwards into Nigeria.

This chain resembles an archipelago of ‘islands’, with 
a specialised habitat of montane forests and Afro-alpine 
grasslands. As with island archipelagos, the mountains of 
the Highlands have a suite of species found nowhere else in 
Africa, let alone the rest of the world. For example, the drill 
baboon is endemic, as are many plant and bird species. As for 
amphibians and reptiles, there are even species unique to each 
of the mountains. Despite this wealth of species, there is little 
information about them, and the future for this biodiversity 
is not secure. The past century has seen much fragmentation 
of these habitats – although this has been halted for the time 
being, following the effective establishment of community 
forest- management schemes by organisations such as Birdlife 
International. However, with the ever-impoverished people of 
the region forced to deplete the forests for fuel and agriculture, 
the remaining montane habitats are vulnerable. 

This is where RZSS comes in. In 2006, the team wanted to 
get an idea of the long-term consequences of this pattern of 
land-use on the reptiles and amphibians in this region.  Partly 

Frogs, snakes and caecilians in 
the montane forests of Cameroon
FFF
tt

Biafran Highlands forest rangeBBBB
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CONSERVATIONProject Belo ~

may feed them and their families temporarily, but does not 
always yield the necessary funds for medical treatment, nor 
for education. The vicious cycle of succumbing to disease and 
not being able to develop because of limited education means 
that development will be unsustainable, and resources such 
as the forests will be depleted in the absence of any incentive 
to protect them. These issues are being addressed by locally-
based NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations), such as the 
Belo Rural Development Project, which collaborated with 
our expedition, facilitating community meetings, organising a 
scholarship fund for local children, and developing a primary 
school. We even organised a workshop for sustainable harvest of 
medicinal tree bark.

Now, with the prospect that the Lake Oku Clawed Frog 
being on the verge of extinction, plans for a new project are 
underway, supported in part by RZSS, the British Ecological 
Society, and the Zoological Society of London (see www.
edgeofexistence.org for upcoming blogs on this project). In 
September, a team will return to Lake Oku in the Cameroon 
Highlands to establish a monitoring programme on this rare 
frog and its lake environment. A fi eld-worker from the Oku 
community will be trained and supported to continue monitoring 
the population of both the frog and its environment. This will 
provide details on the seasonal fl uctuations of the population and 
we will see what makes this animal ‘tick’. We will then be better 
equipped to deal with any serious threats to its existence.

Thomas Doherty-Bone
Project Coordinator

Belo Community

Herpetological and

Conservation Project
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Otters – In Europe beavers and otters co-exist naturally.  The beaver 
ponds, with their stable water levels, provide a valuable source of fi sh to 
local otters.  Otters are known to inhabit abandoned beaver lodges.

Birds – By stabilising wetlands during dry periods, beaver ponds increase 
breeding habitats for a variety of birds.  Ducks in particular nest on beaver 
ponds and an array of fi sh-eating birds such as herons and ospreys also 
benefi t from the slow-moving water created.  

Dragonfl ies – Beavers create ponds which contain higher populations and 
varieties of invertebrates than faster waters.  In some studies, the number 
of dragonfl y species has doubled or even trebled after beaver activity.  
Knapdale’s 13 species of dragonfl y will undoubtedly benefi t from the 
creation of beaver ponds and fl ooded forests.

Fish – An increase in aquatic and semi-aquatic invertebrates results in 
greater feeding opportunities for many fi sh species, and the deeper water 
of beaver ponds can provide important habitat during the winter and in 
times of drought.

Trees – As broadleaved trees are felled by beavers for food and 
construction, they respond by producing vigorous new growth.  This 
process, known as coppicing, improves biodiversity by creating a more 
natural woodland structure with standing trees and open glades.

Wildlife Tourism – A recent study by the Wildlife Conservation Unit at the 
University of Oxford suggests that a beaver reintroduction release site 
might bring in more than £2 million per year into the local economy.

This all sounds like a lot of effort, but the benefi ts that beavers 
bring to the environment and the local community make the project 
extremely worthwhile. Some of these benefi ts are:

In May this year the Scottish Government announced its approval of the 
Society’s proposed trial reintroduction to Scotland of the European beaver. 
This followed months of consultation with our Scottish Beaver Trial project 
partners, who are the Scottish Wildlife Trust and Forestry Commission 
Scotland. We are now preparing for the next stage. 

Before releasing beavers into a monitored area in the Knapdale Forest 
in mid-Argyll, we have to capture four beaver families in Norway and that 
can be a long and complicated process. Iain Valentine, Head of Animals, 
Education and Conservation, explains: 

“Beavers are highly elusive mammals and they can be diffi cult to track. 
In addition, we have to capture them as complete family groups. Beavers 
are territorial, so families inhabit the same area. This means spending long 
periods of time in specifi c sites to ensure that we are catching a whole 
family group and we must also make sure that none of the family are left 
behind. An added complication is that beavers are active mainly at night so 
all this will take place in the dark. The beavers will, we hope, be spotted 
from boats as the team patrols the river. Specially-constructed nets will 
be used and once beavers have been identifi ed they will be transferred, in 
family units, to a safe location to begin their six-month quarantine period.  

We will be working in collaboration with an expert team in Norway to 
ensure that the capture is carried out with the greatest of care and with 
minimal stress to the animals.”
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Bringing back 
beavers to Scotland 
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