
A Rough Start for 2009!
	 Update	from	Dr.	An	Bollen
I am not sure how to begin summarizing 
the start of 2009 but surely many of 
you have noticed Madagascar has been 
more in the news than it normally is. 
Unfortunately this is due to the current 
ongoing political crisis, which has been 
ongoing for the last 2.5 months. I will 
not go in full detail here but just give 
a short overview of what happened and 
how this situation has affected MFG.

On Monday 26th January, protests 
were organized in Tana by the mayor, 
Andry Rajoelina, against the president 
Marc Ravalomanana and government 
for undemocratic behavior. On Tuesday 
27th January and for much of the 
week pro-opposition protests were 
held country wide which resulted in 
destroying of MAGRO in almost all 
larger cities. MAGRO is an agro-
alimentary chain (the largest one in 
the country owned by the president) 
– one MAGRO in Tamatave is in front 
of MFG office and my house. We had 
three scary days as protests resulted in 
widespread violence, destruction and 
looting all over the country, including 
Tamatave but fortunately the office was 
not touched.

In the following weeks we continued 
working but often with closed doors. 
The atmosphere in Tamatave was tense, 
unpredictable …daily life was no longer 
normal -- schools, banks, shops closed 
most of the time in fear of vandalism…
nothing was really functioning.                         

The markets were empty and prices of 
rice, oil and others went up. We were 
on a curfew for 1.5 month and not 
allowed to go out between 8pm-4am. 
The political situation intensified when 
the mayor proclaimed himself as the 
head of state, which the president did 
not accept and on Saturday 7th February 
it came to a violent clash in the capital 
where many people got killed. 

Since Saturday 21 March Andry 
Rajoelina is the new president of 
transition government for maximum 
2 years. He has decided to change the 
constitution, ensure good governance 
and democratic processes. The president 
was forced to step down after part of the 
army abandoned him and he had to leave 
the country. However this is not the end 
of it, protests pro-ex-president are still 
ongoing (mainly in capital) and there 
are many fractions in the opposition 
fighting for power. Thus unfortunately it 
looks like this might drag on for a while 
longer. Luckily, Tamatave is relatively 
calm so far.

Meanwhile Madagascar is almost falling 
off the map and deeper into Indian Ocean 
in terms of international politics, foreign 
investors and development aid. US has 
withdrawn all aid and evacuated many 
citizens and its peace corps volunteers. 
Norway, World Bank and IMF (over 
33 million USD) also froze their aid. 
Madagascar is no longer considered to 
be part of the African Union, nor 
the South African 

Development Community (SADC). A 
lot of the investments have been frozen 
or withdrawn. Tourists are staying 
away -- almost 100% cancellations 
for the first semester 2009 with tour 
operators. There are already predictions 
that Madagascar’s economy (which 
was finally doing well and one of the 
better African economies) is going to 
be badly hit. It is expected that it will 
take at least 3 (but up to 10) years to 
recover back to conditions prior to 
crisis. It would seem that the country is 
heading into a very deep economical, 
political, humanitarian, and yes also 
environmental crisis.

For Madagascar Fauna Group, initially 
the impacts remained relatively limited. 
In all, a lot of activities have been 
delayed, put on hold, or rescheduled. 
For the first trimester 2009, Ivoloina 
received only 30% of the visitors as 
compared to previous years. Several 
cruise ships got cancelled. 

A lot of other activities, such as 
trainings have been delayed, put on 
hold, researchers and volunteers had to 
reschedule their trips. The students from 
University in Tamatave and Tana still do 
not know when academic year will start 
as well as date of promotion. Finding 
food for all our animals has become a 
more costly task. 
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We, the MFG staff are safe and doing 
fine, however the situation has been 
unsettling. It feels like being ‘on hold or 
standby’, captive of this surreal situation 
that is Madagascar politics where no one 
seems to be able to distinguish rumors 
from facts.  However in fairness I would 
say MFG has been able to operate at 70-
80% of normal which helps in staying 
positive and moving forward.

There has been increased reporting on 
organized environmental crime forcing 
national parks (such as Marojejy and 
Masoala NP) to shut down because of 
insecurity. Armed gangs organized by 
local mafia are emptying primary forests 
of its precious hard wood and at a very 
fast pace. It is said that many containers 
have left the ports of Antalaha and 
Vohemar during the last few weeks in 
Northern Madagascar. 

As for Betampona, our agents have 
also noticed more illegal cutting and 
continuous presence of several villagers 
in the eastern zone of the reserve. 
We are intensifying patrols together 
with Madagascar National Parks 
(previously ANGAP). Law enforcement 
was already weak but in the whole 
Atsinananana Region it seems that the 
hardwood trafficking has increased 
during the political crisis, where people 
take advantage of a power vacuum. 
This has been very discouraging and 
a joint message from environmental 
community came out in the press and 
was brought to the attention of the new 
Environment Minister. 

It is not only the illegal logging but also 
the illegal wildlife trade that has gone 
up. Our veterinarian bumped into people 
selling a black and white ruffed lemur 
– recently captured from the wild – on a 
beach in Mahambo, north of Tamatave. 
This is an endangered species and not 
often encountered but yet another sign 
that the environment will suffer from 
this instability. 

To be continued!

An 

Cyclone Season 2009
On 18th of January Eric, a tropical storm, 
hit Tamatave and its surroundings and 
knocked down 100 trees in Ivoloina. We 
were lucky it did not develop into real 
cyclone. At the same time, Morondava 
on the West Coast got less lucky with 
strong cyclone Fanele that destroyed 
80% of infrastructure, most crops and 
fields. 

On top of the political crisis Cyclone 
Gael was heading to Tamatave in 
early February. Luckily it just turned 
southwards before hitting land and only 
gave us strong winds and rains. Today 
5th April, another tropical storm Jade or 
‘26’ is approaching the northeast coast 
of Madagascar …

Update from An: Picture of what I saw in 
Maroansetra from the plane on my way 
to get the tomato frogs. In Tamatave not 
too bad except for heavy winds and rain. 
We had one ravenala fall on chameleon 
exhibit and one female escaped that we 
have not yet found back but we got lucky 
this time and hope that with Jade we can 
close the cyclone season of 2009.....
(Cyclone	 Jade	 killed	 15	 people	 and	
made	over	60,000	homeless.	-	Editor)

Conservation of 
Prolemur	simus
In early March 2009, a meeting was 
organized in Andasibe by the NGO 
Mitsinjo to bring several partners 

around the same table to start discussing 
a conservation strategy for the Greater 
Bamboo Lemur (Prolemur	 simus) – 
Madagascar’s most endangered primate 
and on the top 10 list of the world’s 
most endangered primates. MFG was 
present and felt it was a first step in 
right direction to bring all different 
organizations together. 

Information was exchanged about 
ongoing and planned activities by 
everyone. Some of the priorities 
discussed included 1) more surveys 
on the ground to find potential new 
groups in suitable habitat, 2) more in-
depth research to better understand the 
ecological niche of the species and 3) 
discuss joint management plans for areas 
where different entities work. It was 
agreed that for now it would be best to 
focus specifically on in situ conservation 
of the species. A larger meeting to come 
up with joint Conservation Strategy and 
Action Plan for the species as a whole, 
both in situ and ex situ, will be planned 
later this year in Madagascar. 

In the wild, the known population counts 
about 100 individuals, with largest groups 
being in vicinity of Ranomafana National 
Park and Torotorofotsy RAMSAR site 
and surrounding wetlands. It was a good 
opportunity for MFG to meet with team 
of Mitsinjo and visit the Analamazaotra 
Forestry Station they manage, including 
their tree nurseries, with over 100 native 
plant species. Impressive! 
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We also spent a full day in Torotorofotsy 
and were lucky to spend 3 hours with 
a group of four Prolemur	 simus in the 
wild. A mother, her 1-year old infant 
and two males. A rare treat to be able to 
witness this.

Currently, there are only 19 individuals 
outside the wild – of which 4 animals 
are in Ivoloina and the 15 others are in 5 
European Zoos. 

In January 2009, I attended the First 
Species Committee meeting for 
Prolemur	 simus of the European 
Endangered Species Program (EEP) 
of the European Association of Zoos 

and Aquariums (EAZA). The meeting 
was held in Port Lympne (UK) where 
the five zoos were gathered to discuss 
management of captive population. 
Anna Feistner, our colleague from 
ValBIO (Ranomafana National Park), 
highlighted the current situation in the 
wild and status of population. 

All members present agreed on the 
importance of in-situ conservation and 
showed their willingness to support 
work in the field. Potential transfers of 
individuals between zoos was discussed 
as well.

Students of our Ivoloina Saturday 
School Program putting Intensive 
Rice Culture to practice. It’s 
abbreviated SRI for le Systéme 
de Riziculture Intensive. It was 
developed in Madagascar and has 
now spread to many countries.



 

Research from Botany Department 
University of Tana installing 
botanical plots in Betampona.

Training of Chef ZAPs at ICTC in collaboration with GTZ (above)

Lab work for Veterinary Interns in our ICTC Lab (below)

Capacity building of Staff: 
Photography and Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet training both in 
Betampona and Ivoloina



Veterinary Volunteering
By Anne Katerine

Hello, I’m Anni; a twenty-two year 
old vet student from Germany. I spent 
the last two-months (February –April) 
performing a veterinarian internship in 
Ivoloina zoological Park in the east of 
Madagascar. I was really excited about 
this very different work experience and 
also to travel in a country that I had 
barely ever heard of before. However, 
after all the preparations for the trip it 
suddenly seemed very likely that the 
internship was not going to take place 
at all as the political conflict increased.

Yet I decided to go even though no one 
could tell what was going to happen 
next. Unfortunately, my arrival in Tana 
happened to be at the same day of major 
shootings in town and it was then I first 
experienced the helpful and friendly 
attitude of Malagasy people. It was 
Zoavina, a Malagasy vet student and 
my stage partner, who picked me up 
when I was lost in the streets because 
of road barriers and who organized a 
place for me to sleep when I couldn’t 
get through to my hotel. 

After the exciting arrival the taxi 
brousse ride to Tamatave through the 
beautiful landscape gave me a first 
impression of the country that I would 
start to love soon.

Fidy, the staff veterinarian at the park 
picked us up from the bus stop and 
we started right away with an exciting 
autopsy of a recently deceased lemur. 
But this was just one of the very many 
things that awaited us in the park. 
The following weeks were filled with 
a variety of tasks and things to learn. 
The keepers showed us how to take 
care of these animals -- mainly lemurs 
and tortoises -- and I enjoyed my first 
contact with this very special wildlife.

Fidy made us think about the aims 
and responsibilities of the zoo and the 
program and this was also the starting 
point for many vivid discussions and my 
introduction to the field of conservation 
medicine.We also practiced processing 
blood and fecal samples and to 

understand its importance in the work. 

One of my personal highlights was 
my very first operation. Fidy taught us 
to perform castrations, which started 
with suture practice on orange peels, 
included the drug calculations, the 
capture of the animal, a quick physical 
examination, the surgical procedure 
itself and finally the aftercare. I am 
very happy to tell that all the patients 
survived and are doing well.

Another big learning experience was the 
small research task that we were asked 
to do. I chose to work on a behavioral 
enrichment project for lemurs. The aim 
was to influence the animal behavior 
by changing their feeding schedule. 
This first fieldwork made me hungry 
for more. The whole process of finding 
a research project, organizing and 
planning the procedure and working 
with the results was incredibly good 

practice. The close one-on-one expert 
guidance of Fidy who was always open 
for our questions helped us to get the 
most of out of our experience.

But it was not just the work that made 
the internship so enjoyable. Living 
fairly simple and close to nature, with 
dips in the nearby waterfall, many 
hiking opportunities right in front of the 
door and a movie on the laptop when the 
generator had provided enough energy 
to charge the batteries was a very nice 
change to my everyday life at home. 

To see how much effort is put into 
the zoo and all the related projects 
and to experience how beneficial the 
teamwork of MFG is for the animals, the 
environment, and the people who live 
nearby makes me want to participate 
further in the field of conservation 
medicine and to dedicate my work 
towards it. 



Aingafaniry 
RAZAFIMAHATRATRA 
New Head of Environmental 

Education Center 
In February 2009, Madagascar Fauna 
Group offered the post of the coordinator 
of the Environment Education Center at 
Ivoloina Park and Betampona Reserve 
to Ainga. 
Ainga is 24 years old and got his degree 
in Education of the Natural Sciences 
at the Unversity in Tana. Before 
occupying this job he already worked 
as a consultant for WWF as a trainer 
on Environmental Education. He also 
worked in many other environmental 
projects such as “the green classes” 
in his university ENS Antananarivo 
and LMA high school Antananarivo. 
Moreover, 4 years ago he worked as 
an assistant researcher on ring-tailed 
lemurs (Lemur	 catta) at Berenty 
reserve, one of the private reserves in 
the south of Madagascar. 

For Ainga, this new post at the MFG is a 
great opportunity for him to progress in 
the conservation of biodiversity (which 
has always been his dream) while 
approaching it from education angle. 
Even though that is his ambition, he 
realises that environmental education 

is important but cannot achieve its 
objectives in one day. It takes time and 
patience to ensure that each and every 
one of us values the environment. 
Therefore we have to share our 
knowledge about the environment and 
highlight its importance for human 
wellbeing. The more people will 
understand that, they will appreciate 
and cherish it more and finally protect 
what they are passionate about. And 
to achieve that goal, collaboration of 
every person is needed!

Ainga has gotten off to a flying start. 
He has only been on board for two 
months, but with the help of the whole 
CEE team he has already been able to 
complete several activities. By means of 
introduction he came out to Betampona 
in his 2nd week and got two know both 
Saturday Schools teams. 
With the with CEE team (below), 
we completed a ‘tournee’ to the 5 
primary schools around Ivoloina to 
introduce Ainga to everyone and better 
understand the reality in schools there 
and get feedback on how to further 
improve our CEE program. Following 
this there was the annual intensive rice 
culture at our Model Station in Ivoloina 
with the Saturday School. A weeklong 
training in collaboration with GTZ on 
interactive ‘Kit Madere’ for all the 

Chef ZAPs (responsible for education 
system in each community) of rural 
and urban Toamasina. 

It has been intense but Ainga has 
shown great motivation and energy and 
is already fully part of the MFG team. 
Now the CEE has 2 weeks of CAMP 
coming up during Easter Holiday. We 
had 500 interested candidates for only 
60 classes! A new edition of Bitsik, our 
French-malagasy magazine will come 
out shortly and preparations of the 
World Environment Day have already 
start. No time to waste!
 



From Lorenz Hammer
Volunteer from 5.9.2008 – 29.11.2008

On  September 4 I started my trip to 
Madagascar where I had signed up 
for a Volunteer Program in the Parc 
Zoologique Ivloina. 

The Parc Manager An Bollen entrusted 
me with two main tasks, the first one 
being working for the forestry station, 
the second one for the “Buvette” in the 
park.

I spent the first two weeks with Mister 
Jacques who is in charge of the forestry 
station. I assisted him in sign posting 
and repairing bridges in the park. 
Signposting turned out to be difficult 
as we had no precise map and some 
of the existing signs had been fixed 
quite randomly. I had a good time with 
Jaques although I realised that my 
French needs some improvement! 

Working with the Malagasy proved to 
be a challenge and was a great learning 
experience for me: I had to realise that 
our “get things done” mentality from 
Switzerland does not always help as 
the Malagasy are much more relaxed 
over all  and better humoured than we 
Germanic People.

After my first weeks, when I had become 
more familiar with the park I was given 
a GPS training and then started GPS 
mapping, again together with Jacques. 
This work was something totally new 
for me and very exciting. The purpose 
of our project was to register GPS 
points of all the important junctions, 
buildings, sites and infrastructure; this 
has resulted in a map of the parc which 
on one hand will be used by visitors; on 
the other hand a more detailed version 
of the map will be used by the forestry 
station for reforestation, fire prevention, 
prosecution of illegal activities and an 
improved sign posting etc.

These registered points determine the 
trails through the park. As a next step 
we determined the coordinates of the 
border of the park: very exhausting 
but meant at the same time highly 
interesting hikes in a harsh terrain. 
We also determined the coordinates 
of the river Ivloina and of the road 
to Antsimpanana and upstream to 
Ambonivatu as well as of the quarry 
and of some of the reforestation efforts 
in the park.

I was further engaged in physical work 
cutting trees, building benches and -- on 
my advice -- building rubbish bins out of 

natural material. 

My work taught me about vegetation, 
the planting of rice and grains; again 
very interesting as I had very little 
previous experience in forestry. At the 
same time, my work taught me that it 
is so much easier to destroy forest by 
slashing and burning than developing 
it. Also, the effort behind reforestation 
is much bigger than I had expected 
because there are so many different 
underlying factors behind it such as 
the condition of the soil, the weather, 
different situations in the forest, etc.

Furthermore I assisted Mr. Claude, 
the person in charge of the buvette 
in improving some processes and by 
giving some training to the employees of 
the buvette, Heri Solo and Ihira Alfred. 
Training included hygienic standards, 
communication with customers and 
I also tried to introduce a system for 
a more efficient stock management. I 
then improved the menu card by adding 
a few snacks, everything obviously 
within our limited budget and means. 
These were just a few amendments 
I managed to introduce but I hope 
this had some impact on the further 
development of the buvette. I am really 
looking forward to see things getting 
much easier with the electricity which 
should be in place by now.

My stay in Madagascar was a unique 
experience for which I am very 
grateful. At the same time, however, 
I had to realise that improvements 
can only be achieved over time and 
I therefore highly respect An and her 
teams for their continuing commitment 
and patience.

Let me now thank everybody again  for 
the wonderful time I have spent in Parc 
Ivloina, the friendship, and the good 
work under the leadership of An.

Lorenz Hammer

Volunteers Lorenz and Vicky



MFG’s veterinarian responds 
to the question of what to do 
when you want a lemur of your 
own or feel like you should 
rescue one being sold.

Can I buy a Lemur?
by Dr. Fidisoa Rasambainarivo (Fidy)

In a word NO!

People often define a lemur as being a 
small, cute and furry animal. No wonder 
then why one might think of them as 
being perfect pets. But mistaking a 
lemur as a companion animal might be 
the worst mistake you can do. It can be 
a nightmare for you and is usually for 
the animal. 

First of all, lemurs are primates 
and having a primate as a pet is not 
easy or safe. They are very smart, 
unpredictable, have long and sharp 
teeth, and a temperament that can be 
quite dangerous to owners. Plus they 
are essentially impossible to house-
train. 

Being highly social animals, they 
usually live in groups and having one 
by itself in the living room or the garden 
is just wrong for the animal’s welfare. 

Lemurs are wild animals,therefore 
the best place they can be in is the 
wilderness of Madagascar, the next best 
place would be in a zoo or in a facility 
where trained professionals will look 
after them, provide them the best care 

as possible and their life outside the 
wild would have a purpose (Breeding 
& Education) and not just to please an 
owner. 

Finally and maybe most importantly, 
lemurs are endangered animals, and 
having a lemur as a pet is illegal in most 
countries. Capture for the pet trade is 
not the major cause of their decline but 
it can certainly affect wild populations. 

Quickly looking back at the year 2008 
(JUST the year 2008!) 13 lemurs from 
4 different species were brought to the 
Ivoloina zoo (confiscated or donated) 
from the illegal pet trade. Some of them 
like “Mahambo” (picture) belong to a 
critically endangered species (Varecia	
variegata) but were treated in such an 
inhumane way. 

I agree that seeing a lemur carried 
around in a basket to be sold is difficult, 
but buying it may be worst. Then one 
might wonder what can he do?

- 

First of all DO NOT buy it! It will just 
encourage the “hunters” to take more 
from the wild.

- Pointing out the fact that this is 
ILLEGAL one can try to convince 
the seller to donate it to a park or call 
authorities to have it confiscated. 

Madagascar Fauna Group, through the 
Ivoloina Zoological Park is committed 
to give a home and the best care possible 
to donated and confiscated wildlife.



TOMATO FROG MISSION
Dyscophus antongillii – Maroansetra - April 2009
Antongil Conservation & Madagascar Fauna Group

Photos by An Bollen, Lucie Derusse

Warm welcome by Antongil Conservation Team in Maroansetra & 1st encounter with tomato frogs in their smallest form

Tomato frogs in their natural habitat in town of Maroansetra. Transfer authorized. Capturing fit individuals for future 
breeding program in Parc Ivoloina, N Toamasina.  The whole team joining in. Mission completed! The chosen ones. 

Appropriate housing provided. Tomato frogs in the sky with Air Madagascar. Welcome in Ivoloina by Chef du Parc & vet. 
Quick check up & transfer into new enclosure, final destination for 6 males & 2 females. To be continued …



The Island with a Thousand Faces
A magic place, a great island,  a new home

Where smiles are returned with even bigger ones
Where one has showers in candlelight
Where road quality is overrated
Where logic gets a new dimension and common sense is out of the ordinary
Where a day still starts with sunrise and ends with sunset
Where the portions of rice cannot possibly get any larger
Where there is pouring rain, drizzling rain, showers, and a season with slightly less rain
Where the forests are lush, the hills barren, the ocean untamed
Where every item has up to 10 lives, second hand is brand new
Where crossing bridges can raise adrenaline to unknown heights
Where improvising, patience and flexibility are useful survival tools
Where new innovative solutions and inventions are behind every corner
Where daily life can be extraordinary and never boring
Where one is charmed by its roughness and kindness 
Where the clouds are from a painting and the nights filled with webs of shining stars 
Where point of reference is crucial and where ‘relativity’ gets a new meaning
Where nothing is what it seems
Where time comes at a standstill
Where one just has to live the moment
Where the small things still make a difference
Where life makes sense in its own way
Where one feels small and insignificant
Where hearts glow, passions grow

Enchanting, inspiring, exhilarating, challenging at times but rewarding
One has to like it but if you do, it is truly magic

Ana
15	August	2008
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