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Tropical Ecology – Spring 2009

Student Meeting 12 December 2008

Things you should know:

1. This is an international trip; you need a passport. If you don’t have one, you need to apply for one ASAP. This process can take quite a long time, especially with heightened security. There are offices in Huntington, Barboursville, Proctorville, South Point, Culloden, Ashland and just about everywhere else. You need to apply in person. The associated fee is about $100. There is an option to get an expedited passport, but the cost is about $60 more.                                                                    (Please go to http://travel.state.gov/passport/passport_1738.html for more information)
2. The trip is part of a semester long class.  It will be a hands-on learning experience. You must participate in the scheduled activities to get credit for the class. This trip will involve high-intensity field work (hiking, swimming, etc.), so some degree of physical fitness is expected. 
3. Topics covered by this course will be:

a. Tropical limnology – the study of inland bodies of water. We will be stationed at Hillbank Field Station for approximately one week. This station is located on New River Lagoon. There, we will conduct water chemistry analysis, and we will also be using several techniques for catching fishes. 

b. Population dynamics – the study of an invasive species on a less-competitive native species. On Southwater Caye, the Tokay gecko has been introduced and is out-competing the native St. George’s gecko. We will use this model to study populations and interspecific competition.

c. Forest ecology – the study of tropical rainforest ecosystems. This will be performed in the Maya Mountains in the south of the country. About one week will be devoted to natural history processes of the rainforest.
4. The cost of the trip is roughly $2500-$3000. This may seem like a lot of money right now, but consider this: all transportation, food, lodging and activities are covered. Where else would you be able to get this kind of all-inclusive trip for that cost. 
Tentative Itinerary

Belize Foundation for Research and Environmental Education (BFREE – www.bfreebz.org) 

Day 1 (May 18th): Arrive at Belize International Airport, Belize City. Overnight at Belize Zoo.

Day 2 (19th): Maya Center Village - a Mopan Mayan community located at the entrance to the Cockscomb Basin Jaguar Reserve.

Day 3 (20th): Meet with Aurora Saqui, a local Mayan healer and herbalist. Learn about medicinal plants and natural healing. Stop by a banana farm for a tour and discussion about the impacts of this type of agriculture on the ecosystem and particularly how it affects the Monkey River watershed. Visit Mayan Ruins (either Nim Li Punit or Lubantuun).  End up the Mayan Village of San Felipe for village homestay.
Day 4 (21st): Go to the local school to deliver school supplies (donated and brought by student group). Juan Cho’s organic cacao plantation – Our farm tour will take us from the field to the finished product of organic chocolate. Next we will spend the afternoon making organic chocolate with Abalena Cho. 
Day 5 (22nd): Presentation, "Headwaters." We will hike up “Firetail Creek” guided by local Mayans, which comes flowing off the old volcanoes of the Maya Mountains. Along the way we will stop and discuss the ecology of the forests and streams. Collect macro invertebrates, algae and leaf samples, as well as other data collection. Picnic lunch at a waterfall.

Day 6 (23rd): Presentation, "Tropical Rain Forests." Then we will hike up to “Holy Rock” guided by local Mayans. Along the way we will stop and discuss the characteristics and ecology of the river and forest. Collect specimens and tissues for genetic analysis of cichlid fishes in the river. Snorkel in the crystal clear waters of the Bladen River, see the amazing fish life, etc. Picnic lunch at a cave and an awesome swimming hole.

Day 7 (25th): Group hikes out entrance road (~5 mi). Gear is transported by BFREE. Arrive at highway by 10:30 am. At the Gomez Sawmill, we board the bus and head on to Gales Point Village. We will have lunch at a local restaurant along the way in the coastal village of Hopkins.  Take a swim in the sea right after lunch. Return to the bus and continue toward Gales Point.  Arrive at Gales Point in late afternoon.  Settle in rooms at Manatee Lodge.  Dinner at Methos Campground. Storytelling by the village griot or storyteller.

Day 8 (26th): Breakfast at Methos Campground.  Spend the morning learning how to bake cassava bread.  Lunch at Manatee Lodge.  Spend the afternoon with Manatee researcher in the southern lagoon looking for manatees.  Dinner at Methos campground.  After dinner, enjoy the sounds of Belize with the drumming band, “Fore Afrique” around the campfire. Lots of dancing!
Day 9 (27th): BFREE – research day

Day 10 (28th): Transportation to Dangriga where we will meet IZE.

Tentative Itinerary (cont.)

International Zoological Expeditions (IZE – www.ize2belize.com)

Day 11 – 17 (29th – 4th): Your time on the island will be comprised of a number of activities. You might choose to conduct an island survey and mapping; an exploration of the wrack line and a beachcomber's scavenger hunt; exploring the abundant grass beds and patch reefs located offshore; studies of marine plankton and encrusting communities; studies of mangrove habitat and the creatures that thrive in that ecosystem. If approved, a stop will be made at the Smithsonian Research Station on Carrie Bowe Caye. Research scientists from all over the world use this station and will be sharing their expertise. A comparison of South Water Caye and Carrie Bow Caye can also be made. A possible stop at Man 'O War Caye will allow close observation of the interaction of the magnificent frigate bird and the brown booby. 

Day 18 (June 5th): Transportation back to Belize City for departure.

Info from IZE: The island is located just 14 miles off the coast of Dangriga and sits directly on the barrier reef. It is small, covered with coconut palms, tropical flowers, and white sand and is completely private. There is fantastic snorkeling and scuba in crystal clear 86-degree waters with an abundance of fish and coral like nowhere in the world. The island has been named by U.N.E.S.C.O. as a "World Heritage Site" and the Government of Belize has made South Water Caye a "National Park". Your group will be staying in one of our dorm facilities.  The site also has a marine research lab, library and a dining hall / lecture room.

Websites to look into:
http://science.marshall.edu/jonest – Dr. Jones’ Homepage

http://science.marshall.edu/jonest/tropical%20web%20page/tropical%20homepage.htm  -              MU Tropical Ecology Homepage

http://travel.state.gov/passport/passport_1738.html  - US State Dept. (info on passports)

www.bfreebz.org – BFREE Homepage

www.ize2belize.com – IZE Homepage

http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/contentVaccinations.aspx  – Centers for Disease Control (all travelers)

http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/destinationBelize.aspx - CDC (Belize specific)

