
Ben Walton - Madagascar, July to September 2016 
 
I lived and worked in Madagascar between the 19th of July and the 22nd September 2016, as a 
“Scientific Intern” at Anjajavy reserve, in the northwest of the island. The primary purpose of the 
trip was to complete the fieldwork for my part II Zoology research project. The country has 
outstanding wildlife and high levels of endemism, and is hotspot for biodiversity. Therefore it was 
a fantastic opportunity to visit the country and better get to grips with its wildlife and also the 
challenges the country faces. My location in the Northwest was particularly interesting. The 
natural vegetation here is dry deciduous forest, one of the most deforested ecosystems on the 
island, at 3% of its original level. The coastal location also meant the reserve contained mangroves 
and protected coral reef, both of which are threatened and support disproportionately high levels 
of biodiversity. 
 
My research was a behavioural study, focusing on two diurnal lemur species living in the private 
reserve. Previous University of Cambridge undergraduates had also studied one of the lemur 
species in this private reserve, however my study was the first to examine both diurnal species in 
this area. The populations are ideal for study because they are semi-habituated through repeated 
human exposure. They are not fed; their behaviour is still wild, however they no longer fear or 
react to human presence. This means that approaching groups and observing their natural 
behaviour is possible. 
 
My study examined the alarm vocalisations of the Coquerel’s Sifaka (Propithecus coquereli) and 
the Common Brown Lemur (Eulemur fulvus). Aims of the study were twofold; to try to establish 
the specific meaning, if any, in the alarm calls of the two species (ie for arial or ground predators). 
Secondly if there was specific meaning to the calls, whether these would be recognised by the 
other lemur species. The lemur ranges overlapped, and such recognition of other species alarm 
calls has been demonstrated in previous studies in different species. 
 
To test these hypotheses I filmed 1 minute videos of the lemur’s reactions to a range of predator 
calls, lemur alarm calls and control calls. In total I collected around 4-5 hours of video, which I have 
begun to score for a range of behaviours (alarm calls, gaze direction, movement direction, head 
scans) to try to establish how the lemurs interpret and respond to the calls played. From 
preliminary analyses the results look promising and many aspects of their behaviour seem 
significant. Lemurs do, at least to an extent, appear to listen in to the communication of other 
species to identify possible threats. 
 
This year my focus is on both animal behaviour and conservation. Therefore working in an existing 
and expanding reserve was an interesting and rewarding experience. During my time at the 
reserve we hosted the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) national managers, as part of ongoing efforts to 
create a national park adjacent to the existing private reserve. I was part of a team showcasing the 
unique biodiversity of the region, and persuading the WWF to support the project. I also worked 
on documents used to publicise the park and persuade other organisations and individuals (such 
as the French environmental minister) to help fund the park. Community engagement was also a 
key part of this process, and it was interesting to see the difficulties, successes and failures of 
implementing conservation on the ground. We also hosted a team from Kew gardens, who were in 
the region to study the recently discovered and endangered Tahina spectabilis palm, which the 
reserve was hoping to protect.  
 



In return for bed, board and the opportunity to complete my fieldwork, I also performed a number 
of roles for the lodge. These included acting as a guide for wildlife tours, explaining the value of 
the wildlife and habitat, and also why it was threatened. I also ran regular lectures on scientific 
topics relevant to the area, such as Madagascan megafaunal extinctions. I also helped teach the 
staff, both about the wildlife and also at regular English language conversation classes.  
 
The trip allowed me to plan and undertake fieldwork on a project that was entirely my own. By 
critically evaluating my own method I was able to learn a lot about the realities of fieldwork, along 
with its various challenges. Had I not made this trip, my project would have been done in term 
time, and may well have involved using data collected by someone else, from which I would not 
have gained nearly as much. The opportunity to work alongside an international conservation 
organisation, and see the realities of implementing conservation strategy on the ground was also 
an invaluable experience. 
 


