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Masters studentship or Volunteer position for Projet Grands Singes, Cameroon

Great ape research and conservation; studying ape density, phenology and nest-decay

Projet Grands Singes (PGS), Centre for Research and Conservation (CRC) of the Royal Zoological Society of Antwerp (RZSA), Belgium.

Supervision: Dr. Nikki Tagg (PGS Yaoundé); Dr. Zjef Pereboom (Antwerp Zoo)

Context

The majority of populations of great apes lie outside the boundaries of protected areas in Africa, while most conversation and research projects work within National Parks and Reserves. PGS recognises this important gap in great ape protection and sees the necessity of working with local communities and logging companies with the objective of ensuring regulated and sustainable use of natural resources for long-term realistic conservation of forests and wildlife. PGS therefore works in non-protected areas of forest, which are fiercely hunted by local people and lie within the concessions of a logging company. Therefore, the reality of conservation and research attempts involves many difficulties, including the striking poverty of the villagers. PGS works very closely with rural communities and provides developmental aid as a way of creating alternatives to hunting, and gives value to great apes through the revenue generated by scientific tourism. PGS exploits this by providing facilities for researchers, students and volunteers to come and work within the PGS area of interest while simultaneously providing revenue and employment for local peoples, in return for the local protection of great apes.

Location

PGS works in Cameroon, Central Africa, in the village communities and the forest at the northern periphery of the Dja Biosphere Reserve (DBR), Haut Nyong, southeastern Cameroon. The current forest research site is situated 10 km from the villages where PGS carries out its rural development projects, and these villages are 5hrs by car from the capital city of Yaoundé, where PGS has its offices and apartment base. It is in the transition zone of the Atlantic coastal rainforests of southern Nigeria and south-west Cameroon, and the evergreen forests of Equatorial Guinea and the Congo Basin. Annual rainfall averages 1570mm and falls during two wet seasons, March to June and September to November. There is an equatorial type climate and the temperature remains almost constant during the year, averaging 23.3°C (recorded at 640m). August is the coolest month, with a mean monthly minimum of 18°C and maximum of 27°C, and April is the hottest with mean minimum temperature of 19°C and maximum of 30°C. Animals present in this area include: western lowland gorilla, chimpanzee, black and white colobus monkey, mandrill and drill, and many other primate species; elephant, buffalo, sitatunga and leopard.

Tasks

The present student or volunteer position available is to assist the current PGS research teams in carrying out an extensive and important ape density/forest use survey in various non-protected and protected forest sites in southeast Cameroon. This work will involve walking daily on transects within the forest research site and gathering relevant indirect data on great ape socio-ecology, diet, ranging patterns, nest-building behaviour, etc. It is suspected that duties are most likely to include data collection on phenology of fruiting trees and plants used by apes; monthly fruit availability; and ape nest-density and nest-decay studies. You will be provided with all necessary research equipment and you will be expected to follow certain protocols when collecting information in the forest. You will be accompanied at all times by a trained and knowledgeable guide, Cameroonian or international researcher, or member of the PGS team. It is estimated that each month you will spend 3 weeks in the field and 1 week in Yaoundé, to work on data entry, analysis and report-writing, though this is flexible.

Facilities

The forest research camp is basic with no power, a gas stove, bucket shower and long-drop latrine, and simple raffia shelters for the kitchen/living area, laboratory/storage area and to pitch tents under. In the village, you will sleep in your tent, but can use the gas stove in the PGS house and the nearby bucket shower and long-drop latrine. Whilst in Yaoundé, you can stay at the PGS apartment, where you can use all facilities when available (including electricity, hot running water, washing machine, laptop for data entry and internet).

Requirements

A scientific mind and an interest in great apes and their conservation is necessary. Knowledge on tropical botany is a plus. Physical fitness is essential, and the strength of mind to live and work in basic conditions for long periods of time, often isolated from other people. A basic knowledge of French and an experience of Central Africa would be hugely beneficial. 

For volunteers, a Masters level in biology, ecology, anthropology, or a related field is desired.

Duration

The volunteer position is for a period of 6 months in the field, preferably starting early November 2008. Studentships are available for periods to be discussed.

Funding

The successful candidate must cover all costs related to their travel (ie, flight, visa, insurance, research permit, vaccinations, etc) and will bring a tent, and personal items required for living in the forest/village. Working materials, such as compass, GPS and rain boots are provided. Whilst in Yaoundé, accommodation is free of charge, though food/drink/entertainment costs in the city are at own expense. Food costs are estimated at around 40,000 CFA (€70) a month while in the forest, and possibly more while in the city. PGS will cover transport costs within Cameroon (ie, between PGS base and research site) and will arrange all official papers required for working in Cameroon and for purchasing a visa. Due to the nature of the work and limited funds available, PGS will be unable to provide a salary.

€1 = 656 CFA; £1 = 830 CFA; $1 = 486 CFA

To apply

Interested applicants should apply by sending their CV and cover letter to Nikki Tagg nikkitagg@gmail.com. Pleas state clearly whether you’re applying as a volunteer or whether you want to join PGS as part of the requirements for a masters degree. For more info please feel free to contact either Nikki Tagg in Yaoundé, or Zjef Pereboom (zjef.pereboom@kmda.org) in Belgium (tel +32 (0)3 2024580
Deadline for applications for volunteer positions is 30 September 2008. There is no deadline for candidates applying for studentships. 
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