
 Program Manager Update 
by Dr. An Bollen

It is hard to believe that six months 
have gone by so fast …. A wealth of 
impressions, lots of activities, visitors 
and students leaving while new 
volunteers come in, meeting Christof 
den Biggelaar who continues doing 
an excellent job in training GRENE 
students in agroforestry, my first 
Steering Committee in London, and so 
much more. Hard to sum up, but life 
at MFG is never boring ;-)  I am still 
on a steep learning curve but getting 
more and more familiar every day with 
Madagascar Fauna Group Program and 
the sites we work in have become a 
new home. 

World Environment Day 
AT SAHAMBALA 5TH JUNE 2008
It took a lot of preparation but it has 
to be said, it was a true success! On 
a bright sunny day – proves that one 
CAN get lucky in this very wet part of 
the planet - about 800 people from 4 
different communities made their way 
to the grounds of the primary school 
of the community of Sahambala to 
celebrate the World Environment Day. 
Some had to walk half a day to make it 
there….and the atmosphere was great! 

The global theme that the United 
Nations Environmental Program 
determined was ‘CO2 kick the habit’ 
with a whole leaflet on how to reduce 
carbon footprint and energy use. 
However, in communities 

with no electricity, it is a bit challenging 
to actually get those exact messages 
across so MFG and ANGAP decided to 
focus on ‘Interactions between People 
and Environment.’ 

We had a full 2 day program organized. 
The first day was devoted to planting 80 
autochthonous trees from four different 
species on the reforestation grounds of 
the primary and secondary school. The 
mayor, the village elders and heads, 
directors of the school, association of 
parents and, of course, lots of enthusiastic 
children all got a speed training by Lala 
and Christian and our Betampona team 
in how to clear the grounds, make precise 
and aligned holes, and plant with lots of 
love, tender and care. 

On the second day it was time for the 
real ceremony so we started by raising 
the flag and singing the national anthem. 
Just to start attracting the crowds that 
were slowly coming in from different 
corners of the large football field, we 
started with an interactive quiz 
for the children and their 
knowledge on 
t h e 

Reserve, its fauna and flora. Once all 
officials had arrived, it was time for the 
‘kabary’ or speeches of all the officials, 
at which Malagasy are the best….
Following this we planted another 25 
trees right next to the school 

Several weeks prior to this day we 
had announced in the schools and 
townhalls that there would be different 
competitions so most of the afternoon 
was taken up by different activities; 
exposition of more than 200 drawings 
from both adults and children, 11 
groups of traditional dancers giving 
their interpretation on the theme (very 
creative), a dozen people reading poems 
and as always a football (soccer) final 
game. This was followed by distribution 
of the prizes and then the day was ended 
at a real party at the ‘tranopokonola’ 
with more speeches, dances and the 
local rum known as toka gasy! 

In all, a very long and nice day for the 
environment and inspiring to see so 
many people participating in so many 
creative ways. It is good to know that 
these are people living in villages 
surrounding the reserve of Betampona. 
Observations of freshly cut rosewood, 
honey and palm heart collection shows 
that conservation still has a long way to 
go but it’s these little steps that take us 
forward slowly and that give new and 
fresh motivation to go on.
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Volunteering to Teach
by Deirdre Farrell

The sign over the door read Ivoloina 
Parc Zoologique. I was there to enquire 
about a vet to look at my 12 year-old 
yellow lab. I popped my head into 
the office and said “Hi” to the three 
people working there. They looked 
up in surprise, but I am accustomed to 
people’s reaction when I speak English. 
After all, this country is predominantly 
French speaking, in addition to their 
mother tongue, Malagasy.  

An, the Program Manager, offered 
the services of the park’s new wildlife 
veterinarian, Fidy. (See below- Ed.) We 
chatted for a while about the interesting 
work of MFG and then she asked if I 
would be interested in teaching English 
to the staff at the park. Their language 
skills are at different levels – from 
beginner, to advanced. My husband 
Steve was working long hours on the 
Ambatovy Project, so I thought, “Why 
not?”

I was a little apprehensive at first and 
very aware of the wide cultural gap 
between my North American ways and 
the quiet shy manner of the Malagasy 
people. The students filed into class and 
introduced themselves. I met Claude, 
manager of the park shop, Rostand, 
the librarian, Beny, the zookeeper and 
Bernard, manger of the park, to name 
a few. 

We shared a lot of laughs together as 
we explored the complexities of the 
English language. There were times 

when I think they thought English was 
a form of torture – especially when I 
made them repeat tongue twisters like 
“Betty bought a bit of butter…”

In a few short months I noticed an 
improvement in their vocabulary and 
pronunciation. My students greet and 
speak to each other in English at every 
opportunity. Their love of their cause, 
and their dedication to learn a language 
open up a world of conservation to 
English speaking visitors from all over 
the world.

As Steve and I leave Madagascar for 
our next adventure, we leave behind 
a group of dedicated people who 
taught me about Malagasy culture and 
the importance of conservation and 
preservation. I wish them all the best in 
their venture and say “Goodbye.”

Staff Member of the Month
FIDISOA  

RASAMBAINARIVO
MFG Veterinarian

Fidisoa Rasambainarivo a.k.a “Fidy” 
got awarded with the biodiversity 
thesis award from Conservation 
International-Madagascar for his DVM 
degree thesis entitled “A 12 month 
survey of gastrointestinal helminth 
infections of lemurs kept in two zoos 
in Madagascar”. This work completed 
the 7 years of his veterinary curriculum 
at the newly created Department of 
Veterinary Sciences and Medicine of 
the University of Antananarivo. 

Immediately after High school, Fidy 
got in the Veterinary School of the 
University of Antananarivo as a part of 
the very first class of veterinarians fully 
trained in Madagascar who graduated 
this spring in Antananarivo. The 
graduation ceremony was a “premiere” 
in the country and even got attended 
by the President of the Republic of 
Madagascar (HIMSELF!). 

Fidy’s interest for wildlife and 
conservation medicine was clear from 
the beginning as he started assisting 

Dr. Randall Junge in 2005 and his staff 
from the Saint Louis Zoo during their 
numerous field trips assessing the health 
of wild lemurs in different areas of 
Madagascar. Then, along with several 
classmates, Fidy applied for and won a 
six-month veterinary internship at three 
US institutions (Saint Louis Zoo, UM 
Veterinary College, and Duke Lemur 
Center) where he could learn even more 
about zoo, wildlife, and conservation 
medicine.

Dr. Freeman, Fidy & Sifaka
Now, Fidy is back in Madagascar and 
settled at Ivoloina as MFG’s first full-
time veterinarian where he manages 
captive animals health and also take 
part in MFG’s projects in the wild 
especially at the Betampona Natural 
reserve.

He’s also the creator and main animator 
of the Zoo and Conservation Medicine 
Club at the Department of Veterinary 
Sciences and Medicine. This club 
regroups veterinary students from the 
University of Antananarivo who show 
an interest to Wildlife Conservation 
and Zoological Medicine. In addition 
to the veterinary curriculum that 
they have, these students are also 
given the opportunity to get familiar 
with Malagasy wildlife’s health 
management.

Congratulations, Fidy!



Biodiversity Corner 
News flashes from the Nature 
Reserve in Betampona

117, 118,  frog species and counting…
Jean Noel our agent herpetologist 
reports the following:

At beginning of 2008, we counted 
117 amphibian species in Betampona, 
of which one new species, called 
Blommersia angolafa that I followed up 
closely. I managed to collect the eggs 
and hatched them in a vivarium near 
the research center. After 70 days and 
close observation of metamorphosis, 
they turned into frogs that were released 
back into the forest in a site where they 
were closely followed up. My main 
objective is to collect ecological data 
to be able to fully describe this species 
new to science!

On 16 August 2008, I found our 
118th amphibian species, known as 
Mantidactylus zolitschka, previously 
unknown for the RNI of Betampona. 
This species belongs to the Mantellidae 
under the group of Ochtomantis.
 

Survival of the fittest! On one of my 
last visits in the forest, I found a female 
of an arboreal frogs species Boophis 
marojezensis that was going down to 
the river to lay her eggs, but before she 
was able to ensure a new generation, she 
had her hind limbs eaten by a crab….

Baby Boom on the Lemur Front 
MFG Betampona agents proudly 
announce healthy new lemur 
offspring! 
One baby Diademed sifaka, Propithecus 
diadema,  (Group 18) was added to 
a healthy group of three adults in the 
southern part of the reserve around 2nd 
June. 

Another baby Diademed sifaka, 
Propithecus diadema, was observed 
with the couple (Group 34) on 4th July 
in the western part of reserve.

End of June the Indri Couple (Indri 
indri) at Sahabefoza in centre of reserve 
was seen with a baby.

All these newly borns were observed 
for the first time by the Sifaka-Indri 
team of Lana Kerker, Lucien and Cel, 
doing ecological research on both 
species. Celestin, our lemur agent, saw 
them afterwards on several occassions 
and the families seem to be doing well.

Arsene, our bird agent, reports several 
recent sightings of Mesitornis variegata 
or the White-breasted Mesite in the 
protected zone around the reserve. This 
species belongs to an endemic bird 
family in Madagascar and is considered 
vary rare and critically endangered.

During micromammal surveys, our 
agent Georges, unfortunately came 
across fresh marks of illegal cutted 
Rosewood, ‘pallisandre’ (Dalbergia sp) 
in the eastern part of the reserve, in close 
vicinity of the villages of  Marovato 
and Ambodinonoka. One of the 4 logs 
had a diameter at breast height of over 
one meter, so another forest giant went 
missing.

Nearby in locally managed forests, 
several logs of different hard wood 

species were confiscated as well. So 
conservation and protection of the 
reserve remains critical.

Olivier, our butterfly agent, observed 
for the first time in the RNI the beautiful 
Comet Moth  or Argema mittrei, a 
nocturnal moth, near the fountain in a 
degraded part of the forest on a Rapphia 
palm tree.

(Comet Moths as well as all Saturniidae 
moths do all their eating during the 
larval stage as adults have no mouth. 
Adults rarely live more than a week. 
Endemic to Madagascar, it is one of 
the largest silk moths in the world with 
a wingspan over 20 cm. - Ed.)

SIGHTINGS AT IVOLOINA
During the current flowering season 
of litchi trees, our zoo keepers have 
observed a couple of Greater dwarf 
lemurs, Cheirogaleus major, on four 
different occasions. 

A family of Ring-tailed mongooses, 
Galidia elegans, with young animals 
is seen regularly around the zoo 
kitchen, the buvette, and picnic area, 
exploring the grounds on the lookout 
for leftovers.

Late August, our vet found a Twig-nosed 
snake, Langaha madagascariensis, at 
the doorstep of his house, first sighting 
of this species at Ivoloina. (Photo on 
next page.)



RARE PALM SPECIES AT 
LIMIT OF RESERVE 
At the far north of the Nature reserve 
of Betampona, just on the border of the 
reserve there is a little stream that runs 
about 100m from the forest through the 
savoka or savanna like degraded areas. 
It is a very particular small area where 
our agents reconfirmed the presence 
of 29 individuals of a very rare palm 
species, Marojejya darianii. Eight 
of these palms are adult trees and the 
others are young trees that show signs 
of regeneration. Unfortunately, many 
signs of human invasion are clear 
from this zone as it is just outside the 
reserve.

Marojejya is only known from two 
locations in Madagascar (Betampona 
and Masoala) and 4 populations, 
totaling up to 250 individuals only. As 
such, its status is considered critically 
endangered. MFG has planted several 
young trees near the research station 
in Betampona which are doing very 
well and a few others in Ivoloina which 
grow, but a lot slower. More efforts are 
needed to secure the survival of this 
species and MFG will try to keep closer 
watch on that population up north.
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PICTURE OF THE MONTH
Ispidina madagascariensis or Madagascar Pygmy Kingfisher. Endemic 

species to Madagascar. Photo taken by Jean Noel during nocturnal 
transect. Betampona - August 2008

Breaking News! Parc Ivoloina proudly announces the birth of two twins with 
our Blue eyed black lemur (Eulemur macaco flavifrons) 11 and 12th September 
2008. The sisters and proud mothers Dota and Zomaline are still very protective and 
Mainty, the father of all this offspring, is watching closely from the sideline. At first 
sight, it seems like there are 3 males and 1 female, but this yet to be confirmed. 


