Notes on meeting on 15th October 2011

The Chairman, Stuart Edgill, reported that since the previous meeting the Society had hosted the celebration of its 50th anniversary and Madagascar’s Independence Day on 26th June, which had been a great success if not financially and had led to a higher profile. There had been further useful meetings with Nick Leake, who had impressed with his depth of knowledge and had made frequent visits to Madagascar, and with the All-Party Parliamentary Group on the country, which had been addressed by Henry Bellingham, the Minister for Africa. There had been indications that the plans to re-open the UK embassy would soon be more concrete. That would depend on political conditions, and Julian Cooke gave an update to the newsletter that there was an informal deadline to agree by the end of October an end to the impasse but that as often before much depended on sorting out the details.
The Society had given £200 following a request by Yvonne Orengo to help with an appeal for flood relief in the Androy region. The Committee would be finalising the programme of talks for 2012, which might include the two speakers originally due to attend, Anne Chamberlain and Cornelia Schiller, who had had to change their plans.
The first talk was by Kara Moses, a busy writer and editor, who gave an entertaining and fascinating talk on lemur seed disposal and its implications for the local forest and the wider world, which was also full of insights into the life of a primatologist in the field.
Kara carried out her research in late 2009 in the Manombo forest in the south-east of Madagascar, which had been battered by a cyclone some ten years ago but had largely recovered and was used as a resource by local villagers. Primates have an important role in dispersion but relatively little research had been done on role of lemurs.

Kara described how her original plans had been delayed by the coup and how when she started the lemurs were as elusive as the bank loans she needed, or unhabituated and so ran off, or constantly asleep. She described the frustration but also the highs of her three months in the field, with clever use of tent poles to send GPS signal and a 26th birthday celebrated with local rum but also brake fluid as antiseptic on having the parasitic flies in her foot dug out. 

Kara and her team would spend 3-4 long days in forest in a week, taking an average four hours to find the lemurs, recording data and collecting samples from forest floor or the backs of necks, and then the remainder doing analysis in their simple lab, fascinating the Malagasy with another odd style of vazaha behaviour.
The research found that individuals of the Varecia or ruffed lemur, the most frugivorous species (70% of droppings containing seeds),  dispersed on average 104 seeds per day, nearly all intact and mostly large, taking them up to half a kilometre and an average 150m so that they helped germination, which was key to the lasting structure of forest and its carbon-storing capacity. The research was published in the Journal of Tropical Ecology and Kara has given a number of talks on it; there is more at www.KaraMoses.com.
The second speaker was Mike Bungard of Paignton Zoo, where he looks after invertebrates (all but fur and feathers). He had been introduced to Madagascar via Franco Andreone of IUCN and Karen Freeman, had travelled in Betampo, and enthused over the variety of the country’s geckos and its extraordinary range of chameleons but focussed especially on its amphibians, which were facing a real crisis. His highly-informative talk was enhanced by striking images such as Mantella aurantiaca and extraordinary camouflage of Spinomantis aglavei.
In Madagascar there is a high degree of endemism with 244 recognised species that ranks the country twelfth in the world but it may be one of the ‘most froggy’ places, only behind Brazil and Columbia, as the total is forecast to reach 465. Of the three orders there are no Caecilians nor Salamanders, so instead Anura, the frogs and toads. The frogs are mostly in the eastern rainforest and comprise five families, of which nearly all species are endemic. 
Mike described the links between poison dart frogs of South America and mantellas, though they are not directly related; the extraordinary camouflage of certain species; and the wide vocal ranges and calls, varying by region and dependent on the time of year and weather conditions, with the 28 types of call by Boophis madagascariensis the largest known repertoire of any amphibian. He also explained their use of the junctions of plants known as phytotelmata as sites for reproduction as there were few areas of standing water.
He described the threats the amphibians face, mainly habitat loss but also pollution  and the lucrative pet trade, with some taken as bushmeat.  He felt that                                                                                                                                                                               climate change would worsen, and there was also the danger of chytridiomycosis, the disease that was devastating in South America and was not yet in Madagascar, but might arrive. The use of captive breeding to counter species loss was helpful, as was the fact that the current protected areas included the habitat of 82% of Madagascar’s threatened amphibious species.          

After a delicious lunch, the third talk was by David Freeman, a great collector whose slides and comments on some two-thirds of his collection showed an exceptional quality and interest. The collection encompassed a c.1590 map, rare 1665 medals to commemorate the Colbert-inspired attempt at first colonisation, a first edition of Drury’s journal, a series of letters linked to early monarchs, early passports and stamps, including those of the British Inland Mail in 1895 and the Norwegian Missionary Society, wooden sculptures, and a notable early 19th century bed board, the only similar example to which is in the British Museum. David described his search for artefacts via auction houses and sales in a number of European countries, and said how few places there were to see collections of Malagasy objects, whether in the UK, France or Madagascar itself.
