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Guyana is home to some of the most pristine rainforest on Earth; more than 80% is 
still covered by forest, and the region is a natural haven for many endangered species. The 
country is similar in size to the UK, but with the population of Liverpool. However, its natural 
resources are under increasing pressure from the logging and mining industries as Guyana 
strives for economic development. Operation Wallacea, in partnership with the Iwokrama 
International Centre for Rainforest Conservation and Development, aims to investigate 
whether a carefully managed, reduced impact logging scheme can provide a sustainable 
source of income and employment for local people while protecting the area’s natural 
resources. Can we use tropical forests without losing them? 

 
I spent a month this summer working as a research assistant for Operation Wallacea 

to help them address this question. I worked on the six different surveying projects that 
Operation Wallacea was running in Guyana. These included mist netting for birds and bats, 
herpetofauna surveys (for reptiles and amphibians), large mammal surveys, dung beetle 
surveys and forest structure plots. These projects were run in various locations in both 
pristine wilderness and selectively logged forest. 

 
Highlights of the trip were the common sightings of spider monkeys, howler 

monkeys and capuchins; finding tracks of puma, jaguar and ocelots just a few hundred 
metres from camp; as well as spectacular snakes such as the rainbow boa with its iridescent, 
multi-coloured scales. Other memorable moments included unnervingly close encounters 
with bullet ants, Brazilian wandering spiders, and highly venomous snakes, and one occasion 
where our river bathing session was interrupted by an inquisitive family of giant river otters.    

 
 Practical experience in such a range of fields can be difficult to come by, and the 

travel grant from Pembroke College allowed me to seize this wonderful opportunity, which 
has taught me vital fieldwork skills and enabled me to meet some fantastic people. Whether 
it was working with the resident scientists, or chatting to the local Makushi tribe when they 
let me accompany them on a fishing trip, I have gained an invaluable insight into the world 
of tropical forest conservation which I know will help me in my final undergraduate year and 
beyond.  
 
 


