
SATURDAY SCHOOL  
& CIRCUS FONIALA
25th October 2008 was a special day for 
the environment, youth and creativity 
at Ivoloina. We started of the day with 
a distribution of prizes and certificates 
for the children of Saturday School 
2007-2008 and Summer Environmental 
CAMP. We were honored by 
the visit of the Director of 
CISCO Toamasina II and his 
team, as well as by all directors 
of the primary and secondary 
schools in the direct vicinity 
of Ivoloina. About 100 
children got their certificate 
and the best students of every 
participating school got an 
award, which included their 
annual school fee, a solar 
torch and several school 
materials for their transition 
to secondary school. 
Given that we had more 
children drop out during the 
cyclone and harvesting season as normal, 
we decided to hand out 10 additional 
awards for the students most regularly 
attending the Saturday Classes, which 
included a set of school materials and 
torch as well. For lunch we all ate the 
rice that the students planted according 
to Intensive Rice Culture system (SRI) 
and harvested at our Model Station in 
Ivoloina. 
In the afternoon it was time for the 
‘grand’ performance of FONIALA, 
a circus team based in 

Antananarivo. They had prepared a 
show presented by local children who 
followed a four day training with four 
different workshops: acrobatics & 
juggling, drawing with natural colors & 
storytelling, rhythm & dance, creation 
of circus materials with whatever could 
be found at the park.
It was an animated week, with both sunny 

and rainy days, but more importantly 
lots of smiles, proud children displaying 
their newly acquired skills and teachers 
joining in, all accompanied with drums by 
the infatigable FONIALA team. A total 
of 280 people joined the training, from 
7 primary schools in Tamatave, 4 from 
primary schools surrounding the park, 4 
different NGOs as well as participants 
from regional branch of Ministry 
of Education. On Saturday 
afternoon

145 children gave a great show in front 
of an audience of over 250 up to 300, 
basically drawn out to Ivoloina from 
Tamatave as well as from the local 
villages surrounding the Park. It was a 
pleasure to watch and amazing what they 
learned in such a short amount of time. 
The artists of FONIALA completed the 
afternoon with their own performance, 

which was much enjoyed by 
the whole crowd and sent 
out a strong environmental 
message creatively displayed. 
In brief a day not easily 
forgotten!

Our two other Saturday 
Classes in the field close to 
Betampona, Ambodirafia 
and Ambodiriana had similar 
events handing out certificates 
to 60 children each and prices 
for the best students on the 
9th and 15th November 
respectively. The Saturday 
School for 2008-2009 started 
on 15th November 2008. 

We had over 450 children signing up 
for recruitment test of which 220 will 
attend next year. 
Two of the three Saturday Classes are 
funded by specific donors. If you’d like 
to learn more how you, your business, 
or institution can be involved in funding 
projects like these, please contact me at 
tim@savethelemur.org.   -- Editor 
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REFORESTATION 
PROJECT

Probably one of MFG’s most crucial 
projects has completed its first 
phase and it has been successful. 
The Reforestation Project Phase I is 
funded through a grant from European 
Association Zoos and Aquariums and 
it was carried out as a joint effort by 
MFG in collaboration with ANGAP, 
the National Park Authorities. We have 
been working together with villagers 
from around Betampona Nature 
Reserve to help with restoration and 
reforestation around the limit of the 
reserve, creating a protective barrier or 
buffer. 

The project started in 2006 when 
two tree nurseries were set up in 
Antaranarina in the northeastern part 
of the Reserve and Ambodirafia in the 
southwestern part. Respectively 31 and 
79 farmers signed up to join in this 
participatory reforestation and planted 
over 10,000 trees in an area of up to 15 
hectares, this both within direct 0-100m 
zone of the reserve limit and in a much 
wider area up to 2 km from the border. 
Of these trees more than half are native 
tree species and the remainder is a mix 
of commercial species that will provide 
direct benefits to the livelihoods of 
people such as coffee, clove, pepper and 
chili. Our agents together with ANGAP 
and nursery workers visited the fields 
of all farmers and gave a score for 
reforestation technique, survival and 
growth rate, maintenance and numbers 
planted. Awards for a total of 1,000 
USD were distributed, to 8 farmers 
and 3 associations in Antaranarina 
and 7 farmers and 2 associations in 
Ambodirafia.

MFG also decided to do two transects 
in each village, one right on the edge 
of the reserve and one from village 
straight into reserve to record quality of 
forest, biodiversity present, indication 
of traps and other crimes, illegal trails 
into reserve and others. Antaranarina 
won the village competition and has 
received 500 USD for community 
projects they will put forward to MFG 

and Ambodirafia got 400 USD. 

Since this is phase I of our project, there 
is still much room for improvement, 
such as higher survival rate of seeds 
sown in the nurseries, more farmers 
participating in the protection zone 
and better follow up of techniques and 
care for young trees in the long run. 
In any case this has been an excellent 
start and has taken away skepticism 
with the villagers that these awards 
are a myth ;-) and as a consequence 
already more farmers are signing up. 
As for Phase II in 2009, we got funding 
secured thanks to the Organisation ‘Art 
for Tropical Forests’ and an additional 
private donation. This budget will 
allow us to set up 2 more nurseries, one 
in Fontsimavo, south of the Reserve 
and one in Analamangahazo, east of 
the reserve, allowing us to cover a 
whole belt around the reserve. The 
land for these nurseries has already 
been donated by the fokontany, 4 new 
nursery workers have already been 
hired, and the new seeds are being 
collected at the moment and sown…

This project is incredibly important, 
not just to create the protective barrier 
around the reserve but to engage more 
and more with local people and raise 
awareness on conservation, while 
showing benefits involved and making 
sustainable efforts that are beneficial 
to both nature and humans. In the last 
four months a lot of illegal logging in 
the RNI, as well as in classified forests 
nearby and in further away forest 
remnants, have been observed so we 
still have a large task ahead of us and 
you can be sure you will be hearing 
from us on more progress in the next 
year! (Photos on next page - Ed)

BUSHFIRE IN THE  
FORESTRY STATION
On the night of 19th October 2008 our 
staff and volunteers noticed a glow in 
the darkness and a large cloud of smoke, 
indicating a bush fire. It was hard to 
determine whether the fire was within 
borders of the forestry station. The next 
morning our team rounded up many 

villagers and split up in teams to check 
out the borders of the forestry station 
and sure enough in the southwestern 
part the fire had entered. 

The teams spent the whole day trying 
to get the fire out and succeeded. 
However, 5 hectares of the forestry 
station burned along with the existing 
vegetation, mainly Ravenala and a 
thick layer of ferns. The total area 
affected is over 80 hectares. The local 
scouts heard of the event and offered to 
help us in restoring the land by a large 
replanting effort, about 300 native tree 
species of two different species over an 
area of 3 hectares. They will organize 
a camp of 60 people from 19-23 
December to get the work started. We 
made sure they committed to a period of 
6 months which includes preparing the 
land, making holes, planting the trees, 
composting and follow up on regular 
basis to ensure maximum survival rate.

In order to enhance communication 
between villages and Ivoloina, MFG 
distributed ‘whistles’ to all village 
heads on our partners day 4 December. 
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BEES BUG OUT
By Jean Christian Rambeloson

The Ivoloina forestry station has many 
insects species thanks to its ecological 
richness. Among these insects, the bee 
plays an important role in pollinating 
different plants species like Rosewood 
Dalbergia, Intsia , and others. After 
Cyclone Ivan (February 2008) passed 
through eastern Madagascar, the 
number of bees which gathered pollen 
decreased more and more over time at 
the forestry station. Now, it seems they 
are all abandoning the hives without 
even eating the honey which they 
normally do before taking off. 

Since July 2008, a multidisciplinary 
team was created to restart or revive 
beekeeping. This team was made up of 
8 persons, all MFG Staff (1 forest agent, 
3 carpenters, and 4 zookeepers). We put 
down 8 modern beehives in different 
places of the forestry station. Until now, 
no bees have showed up. This weird 
phenomenon has been observed in the 
whole Atsinanana Region. All members 
of our team have hives at their homes as 
well and exactly the same problem. So 
far no one can explain it. There might 
be two reasons: 1) this cyclone killed 
many bees population or 2) there is an 
environmental change that still needs 
to be identified which makes the bees 
leave the area. 

We hope to find out more soon on this 
problem. Meanwhile we keep a close 
watch on our hives. 

TEAMBUILDING & 
PARTNERS MEETING 
2-4 December 2008
We had two days of evaluating our 
activities among MFG staff and getting 
to know each other better in between 
teams, while trying to encourage 
stronger collaboration, communication 
and bonding. We reflected on our 
challenges and successes of 2008 
and discussed how to improve our 
programme for 2009. 

This was followed with a day where all 
partners were invited, both local from 
surrounding villages as our colleagues 
from university, institutes, local 
ministries, NGOs and others. The main 
objective was to discuss current and 
potential future collaboration and how 
to ensure MFG responds to the most 
direct needs in an integrated manner. 
The partners came in large numbers and 
we got lots of suggestions and hope to be 
able to realize several of those in 2009.

 

Team Building
Discussions & Activities



Christof Den Biggelaar 
Reports on Agriculture
This past July, I made a short 2.5 week 
visit to Tamatave and Ivoloina to assess 
progress on the various agroforestry 
projects (research, training, and 
agriculture development activities 
in Ambonivato) initiated during my 
sabbatical in 2007. It was also an 
opportunity to meet with MFG’s new 
Program Manager, An Bollen, to 
discuss the objectives of the various 
projects, help she would need to better 
oversee them, additional training to 
be provided to various people . . . It 
turned into a high energy, high activity 
working visit, but one that was very 
satisfying to me. In addition to working 
with MFG personnel and interns (of 
which a reflection follows below), I 
taught a 2.5 day intensive agroforestry 
course for GRENE; and had many 
meetings and discussions with Prof 
Eustache Miasa about collaborative 
efforts between ASU, GRENE and 
MFG (incl. the development and 
offering of a study abroad course for 
ASU students in 2009) culminating in 
the signing of  a MOU between ASU 
and the University of Toamasina in a 
meeting with its President, Dr. Gatien 
Horace.

In the 12 months since the end of 
my sabbatical, many things were 

accomplished or put in motion to 
hopefully bear fruit (literally and 
figuratively!) in the future. The three 
student interns paid through a CEF 
grant all made valuable contributions 
in the different areas of agroforestry 
that were part of their assigned tasks:
Christian oversaw the planting 
of new fruit orchards at Ivoloina 
to demonstrate good husbandry 
techniques and eventually contribute 
to the nourishment of the animals in 
the Zoo (and perhaps of tourists in the 
buvette). He also collected data on the 
various research plots (bamboo-food 
crop field; hedgerow species trial; 
demonstration anti-erosion lines in the 
Station Modele). Not all the research 
performed as expected (esp. the various 
Acacia species and the Leuceana barely 
grew), but that gives fodder for further 
research.

Christian has also been key in the 
organization and delivery of a number 
of training programs to various 
audiences (majors, farmers, presidents 
of the Fokontani) when the topics 
related to agriculture and agroforestry. 
He also helped and guided the farmers 
in Ambonivato with their own 
agroforestry projects and ideas. After 
consultation with the interested parties 
and with An, it was decided to transfer 
the management of the Station Modele 
to Christian (and hire him on a regular 

staff contract once his internship ends), 
and have Jacques focus on the Forestry 
Station (maintenance, reforestion, tree 
seed collection, and data gathering), 
something that requires more attention 
since the departure of Gareth Kett.
 
Veronique collected and analyzed 
nearly 100 soil samples at various sites 
in Parc Ivoloina (agroforestry research 
plots, Station Modele, reforestation 
sites), farmers fields in Ambonivato, 
Ambodirafia and Antaranarina (the 
latter two were collected by Lanto as 
part of her maitrise thesis). The analysis 
is largely based on soil physical 
characteristics, using the USDA 
Soil Quality Analysis procedures, 
supplemented by a few additional tests 
(dry sieving to determine texture and 
colorimetric determination of NPK 
levels). The results provide a good 
and sorely needed baseline against 
which to assess future changes in 
the soil, especially once the better 
soil management and agroforestry 
techniques being tested and later 
promoted through training become 
more common place.

Lanto carried out a socioeconomic 
survey among the farmers of 
Ambodirafia and Antaranarina (farmers 
in both villages were being encouraged 
by MFG to plant a buffer zone around 
RNI Betampona) to learn more about 



their needs and desires for trees and 
tree products, attitude toward and 
interest in agroforestry, and perceived 
changes over time in tree cover and soil 
fertility. She shared some ‘raw’ data 
and an early draft of her thesis with me, 
and I am awaiting a full draft by the end 
of Nov 2008. The preliminary findings 
had some good information that will be 
helpful in guiding future agroforestry 
activities around Betampona.

The quality and perhaps some of the 
specific activities could have perhaps 
been better, especially if I had had 
more than the 2-4 week overlap with 
the students in 2007 (too little time 
to do a thorough job to introduce the 
concept of agroforestry and in-depth 
training about their specific tasks and 
duties). Karen did do an admirable job 
to guide them and keep them on track, 
something that was difficult for me to 
do from 10,000 miles away. (I do feel 
a bit guilty having saddled her up with 
lots of extra work and I do owe her a 
very big thanks for her efforts!) 

Undertaking development activities 
beyond the boundaries of Parc Ivoloina 
and the RNI Betampona is a new 
direction for MFG. The education and 
training programs were always geared 
to people ‘outside’, but did not involve 
direct assistance to people to improve 

their lives through specific interventions 
as the agroforestry and buffer zone 
reforestation projects do. Progress is 
usually slow and not always visible, 
at least not in the manner we expect: 
farmers rarely adopt technologies as 
presented and intended, but modify 
ideas, practices and methods according 
to their specific means, goals and 
strategies. So, I was happy to see that 
a few farmers were interested in anti-
erosion tree lines along the contours, 
and bits and pieces of various practices 
and methods  introduced during training 
in May 2007 had been picked up by 
several farmers. As Hernando de Soto 
(2002) remarked, development is what 
YOU do, not what others do for you. As 
such it is like evolution, which, as Samir 
Rihani (2002) stated, is not a rush to the 
nearest summit but a leisurely process 
of exploration of possibilities. 

By introducing farmers to those 
possibilities through training and 
technical assistance, we can hopefully 
get more farmers engaged in that 
process as well. I am therefore hopeful 
that good things will happen, but one 
has to aim for the long haul. Even then, 
the agroforestry solutions resulting 
from that farmer tinkering may look 
very different from what we planned 
and taught, but will probably be more 

sustainable and lasting.

Reference: Samir Rihani. 2002. 
Complex Systems Theory and 
Development Practice. Understanding 
Non-linear Realities. London: Zed 
Books (de Soto wrote the foreword to 
this book).

Lucien Reports on 
Betampona Indriids

Betampona Nature Reserve is one 
of a number of  protected areas in 
Madagascar. Its located at the east 
coat, 40 km from Tamatave, between 
17°52’-17°56’ Latitudes south and 
49°11’-49°15’ east longitudes. The 
relief there is hilly, 270 to 590 meters 
of altitude within 2228 ha of area.

As a nature reserve, Betampona is 
restricted for researchers only. In 
spite of the scenery around, the BNR 
is among the richest in biodiversity in 
Madagacar. Some of the species are 
endemic of the region like many frog 
and palm species. This protected area 
has many lemur species. For example, 
there is the aye aye, one of the nocturnal 
species and the indri, the largest living 
lemur and one of the diurnal species

From November 2007 to July 2008, 
I and Lana Kerker have studied two 
diurnal species of Indriids: Propithecus 
diadema diadema and Indri indri in 
this reserve. The reserve is managed 
by ANGAP (national association for 
the management of the protected area 
in Madagascar) and the Madagascar 
Fauna Group (MFG). MFG carries 
out a lot of work on conservation 
and education. Researchers benefit 
facilitation from MFG. With its gites, 
guides and conservation agents, doing 
research here becomes a real pleasure.

About our field research, I can say that 
it is very satisfying. In spite of some 
difficulty, we were able to finish data 
collection and complete our study 
within the time foreseen. We focused 
mainly on the diet and feeding behavior 
of those two sympatric indriids. Our 



guide Cel is very competent and nice 
to work with. We followed 5 groups of 
Indri indri and 3 groups of Propithecus 
diadema. 

We were so lucky because we could 
see three babies during this study. The 
first one was seen with the Propithecus 
group nr 18. The birth was in the first 
week of June 2008. The second one was 
seen with the indri group nr 21 located 
in the Varikandana region. The birth 
was in the last week of June. The 3rd 
one observed was in Propithecus group 
nr 34 which we guessed about the same 
time of birth as the first Propithecus. 
I got really lucky when alone in the 
forest on June 25th. I was surprised 
seeing the baby holding onto the chest 
of the female, just a few meters from 
me. I noticed that the male of the group 
stayed near the female. When the baby 
would move away from the mom, the 
father would push it to go back to the 
safety of the mother.

Four Times & Counting…        
by Amanda Hildt Armstrong

Back again for more research, I returned 
for yet another field season in RNI 
Betampona for September and October.  
This time around I was collaborating 
with enthusiastic and industrious 
GRENE master’s student Guy Celestin 
Rakotovao and as always we were 
guided by the invaluable Monsieur 
Justin.  The focus of this research trip 
was threefold: (1) to re-measure 50 
of the study plots established in RNI 
Betampona in 2004, (2) to collect 
wood samples from 10 deciduous 
and semi-deciduous tree species, and 
(3) to establish and measure plots in 

neighboring Zahamena National Park.  

My first objective arose out of a 
need to further answer questions that 
emerged while amassing the growth 
data on close to 3000 trees of 238 trees 
species from my 2004 and 2005 field 
studies in order to project the growth 
rates at the species level.  Though 
these questions have mainly to do with 
factors that drive the growth rates of 
RNI Betampona’s species such as the 
terrain and soil nutrient variability, it 
became clear that an additional year of 
growth data would shed light onto how 
these factors affect growth as well as 
strengthen the robustness of the dataset 
overall -- three years of data is better 
than two! This reinforced dataset will 
provide for better parameterization 
of the ecological model that is to be 
one of the products of my dissertation 
research.  

Possibly the most exciting reason for 
this research trip, I was also returning 
to collect more wood samples for 
dendrochronological analysis to see 
how well growth rings that seem to be 
exhibited by a few species match up with 
climate data for the region.  I say ‘seem’ 
because it will take some confirmation 
with the samples I’ve just collected, but 
the outcome may prove to be one of the 
more scientifically significant findings 
to come out of my dissertation research.  
This is exciting because it is a rare thing 
to find deciduous tree species (such 
as the highly pressured palissandre or 
Dalbergia spp.) in a mainly evergreen 
rainforest that exhibit growth 
characteristics in the wood similar to 
species found in a temperate deciduous 
forest, where dendrochronology 
has been key in reconstructing past 
climate regimes.  Many of the wood 
samples I collected during the 2005 
field campaign (which I initially did to 
investigate wood density) have shown 
what we think are growth rings that 
correlate very well with the rainfall 
and temperature data that has been 
carefully kept by the MFG since 1997.  
In addition, perhaps a silver lining to 
come out of cyclone Ivan was that the 

trail clearing at Betampona following 
the storm provided a unique opportunity 
to collect 29 wood slices (dendrologists 
call them ‘cookies’) from 28 different 
tree species which will provide us with 
a chance to compare additional species 
that might not have been collected 
otherwise. (A BIG thanks to Karen 
Freeman and Gareth Kett for doing 
this!)

I cannot say enough praise about the 
stellar field support from both the 
MFG and the field crew this year.  Guy 
was an absolute pro by the end of the 
Betampona leg at plot measurements 
and in particular coring wood samples 
from some incredibly hard tree species 
(in the end we broke all of the corers that 
I’d brought!). Guy was such a superstar 
in fact, that he was then able to fly solo 
leading Justin and Cel (Celestin’s son) 
for the Zahamena potrion of the research 
trip, as I had to shorten my trip and 
leave before I had originally planned. 

Guy, Justin and Cel teamed up with the 
ANGAP Femerive-Est office (who I’m 
told gave them great field support), and 
commenced an 18 day back-packing 
trip to measure 35 plots in the eastern 
lowland rainforest of Zahamena.  Guy 
intends to use the dataset we collected 
to investigate and compare the 
microhabitats of six focal species and 
the anthropogenic pressures exerted on 
them in the two respective study sites. 
I will be using the Zahamena dataset to 
validate the ecological model I’ve been 
building from the Betampona datasets. 
In addition, by analyzing community 
composition and distribution dynamics 
of the two study sites, I’ll be able to 
answer questions about the overall 
forest health of RNI Betampona as a 

 

 



large lowland rainforest fragment of the 
once contiguous Zahamena corridor.

This trip marked my fourth time 
collecting data in RNI Betampona, or 
third “last” data collection trip, but 
who’s counting? My deep affinity 
for Madagascar and in particular RNI 
Betampona and Parc Ivoloina and all 
who work in these places is quite clear 
to all who know me. Though I think 
this really is the last of the last trips (at 
least for a few years anyway!), I count 
myself as very lucky to have had the 
opportunity to work with the MFG so 
many times throughout the years!

My MFG Experience  
by Vicky Seymour

I arrive in Tamatave via the long winding 
road from Tana to the warm welcome 
from the readily awaiting An. Sadly, she 
was readily waiting at a different taxi 
brousse stand. We eventually met after a 
series of confused phone conversations, 
set to planning my MFG experience. 
The aims set down were to work with 
the team of the CEE to revamp the 
visitors’ centre, improving access to 
information for visitors along with 
analysing the success of the Saturday 
school programme, assisting with the 
chef ZAP workshop and circus.

I rattled through the visitors centre 
like a cyclone rearranging displays, 
tidying cupboards, moving signposts, 
building stairs (vicariously), typing 
and laminating, startling the quiet 
dispositions of Onésime, Rostand, 
Flavien, Gimod who continued to laugh 

politely at what they thought were both 
good, bad suggestions for change. The 
challenge of working as a team was 
exacerbated by the fact that it is a rare 
moment to find us all together in one 
place for any significat length of time. 
I hope that the ideas and changes will 
have a positive impact in group morale 
and motivation despite the shortness of 
my stay.

I was (and still am) impressed by the 
immense spread of MFG for such a 
relatively small organisation and at 
the indefatigable motivation of An to 
manage the various aspects as calmly 
as possible. Between work, there is 
always time to relax in Ivoloina - early 
morning walks around the park (with 
our dog Lucky), bathing in the cascade 
became a regular part of my routine, 
along with sitting, chatting with my 
favourite lemur (Jomaka) and laughing 
at the antics of the newborns.

The highlight of my work was having 
the opportunity to visit the villages 
around Betampona and work with 
the chefs ZAP, teachers of Tamatave 
II and the two rural Saturday School 
Programmes.  This introduced me to 
Malagasy village and the warmth and 
generosity of the people. I presented 
workshops in Ambodirafia and 

Ambodiriana using the newly acquired 
environmental education kits to support 
local teaching. The participants were 
motivated and grateful, despite the 
seemingly insurmountable (sadly all 
to common) challenges facing schools 
and education in developing countries: 
lack of teachers, facilities, massive 
class sizes…

Beyond work, there was still time to 
enjoy the delights at Tamatave: Disco 
dancing, ‘chocolat coolant’ at Neptune, 
ice cream at Abdallaoad, zebu steak at 
Zoreol, and swimming at the Miramar. 
Once the mosquito bites have subsided, 
I shall remember my time at Ivoloina 
with delight and hope to maintain 
contact with the friends I have made 
during my three short months in the sun 
and rain in eastern Madagascar.
 

 



2008 Baby Boom  
by Fidisoa T. 
RASAMBAINARIVO, DVM

Worldwide recession? Not for 
lemurs at Ivoloina Zoological Park. 
2008 seems indeed to be a very 
good year for the the baby lemurs. 

“Dota” a blue eyed black lemur 
opened the ball by giving birth to two   
handsome boys “Jao” and “Kiady” on 
september 9th. She was soon  followed 
by her exhibit mate “Zomaline” who is 
now the proud mum of the  cute “Zina” 
and her twin brother “Laza”.“Minette” 
a black and white ruffed lemur took 
example on them and gave  birth to a 
couple of black and white ruffed lemur 
“Bolida” and “Tsirinala” both born 
during the night of october 4th. “Kay”, 
the last one to give birth (11 October 
08) is now the proud mum of the little  
“Yanta” a female. The free ranging 
lemurs did as well and gave birth  to a 
total of 5 babies from 4 different species 
including the  critically endangered 
Black and White ruffed lemur. Mums 
and babies are doing very well and 
thriving in a loving  environment and 
are monitored several times daily by 
the Animal care  team.

Now, you may wonder how are those 
babies named? All the names for the 2008 
babies batch were submitted by school  
children to a vote which took place during 
the annual Team Building event.

NEW BITSIK
After a long period, we finally have our 
fifth number of the ‘Ivoloina Whispers’ 
or locally better known as Bitsik 
Ivoloina created by our CEE team. It 
is a bit the little brother of this Eighth 
Continent Quarterly in French and 
Malagasy with information on MFG 
activities, interviews with staff, cross 
words, biodiversity pictures, poems on 
the environment and so on. A total of 
2,500 copies were printed of which half 
have gone to all primary and secondary 
schools in urban Toamasina and in its 
rural surroundings. Other copies are for 
libraries, partners. Number six will be 
expected around April next year.

Madagascar Revisited!
by Dr. Karen Freeman

I  have recently returned from 
Madagascar following a 7 week 
trip there evaluating the progress 
of the reforestation efforts in the 
villages surrounding Betampona and 
overseeing MFG’s data collection for 
various research activities within the 
reserve itself. It was my first return 
visit in my new role as MFG Research 
Director. It was lovely to be back and 
to see so many familiar faces and old 
friends. The MFG team all seem well 
and it’s great to see the project moving 
forwards. Congratulations to An for 
having grasped the reins so firmly. It’s 
great to see the continuing evolution 

of the various programmes and the 
development of many staff members 
who have taken on extra responsibilities 
since the departure of Gareth and 
myself (so as to avoid An having to 
inherit the work of two people!). Many 
of them have really embraced the extra 
work and greater responsibilities they 
have been given so a huge thank you to 
all of them too for helping move MFG 
forwards.

The first half of my trip involved visiting 
the areas that have been involved in 
the reforestation project we set up two 
years ago with EAZA funding to help 
provide alternative wood sources and 
hence ease the pressure on Betampona 
Reserve itself. I was very encouraged by 
the progress and efforts made by both 
our team (the main agents involved in 
the project were Celestin, Arsene and 
Bernard), Tom (the appointed ANGAP 
representative to the reforestation 
project) and, of course, the villagers 
themselves. It was a wonderful team 



effort and really demonstrated that “the 
whole is greater than the sum of the 
parts!” It was very hard work assessing 
the efforts made by the participating 
villages for the competition but very 
rewarding and it left me with a great 
feeling of hope and optimism for the 
future of Betampona and other forests 
in Madagascar; to see the look of 
pride and accomplishment on the faces 
of various villagers as they proudly 
showed me their growing trees was a 
very special experience. Of course, 
great as the efforts have been it is only 
the beginning (reforestation has to be 
a long term effort) and I am utterly 
delighted that the Art for Tropical 
Forests Foundation has agreed to fund 

the reforestation efforts for a further 
two years allowing us to increase the 
numbers of villages involved and the 
number of trees we can plant.

The second half of my trip involved 
looking at the data collected over the past 
years by the Betampona conservation 
agents on activities ranging from the 
daily collection of meteorological 
data to weekly distance-sampling 
fauna transects. It was certainly very 
challenging and we spent a lot of time 
discussing how to improve the data 
recording and, more specifically, the 
data entry (too much data sits unused 
in individual notebooks!) to make the 
important research carried out more 
accessible to outside researchers and the 

reserve managers (ANGAP). There is 
much work left to be done so I will have 
plenty to keep me busy over the coming 
months trying to analyse some of the 
valuable data that has been collected 
over the past 10 years.

It was great to be back in Toamasina 
and really felt like a homecoming in 
many ways. There are certainly plenty 
of challenges in trying to streamline our 
various research activities and move 
towards increasing practical conservation 
management oriented topics but we are 
already making progress and I think are 
well on the way to helping better protect 
the important refuges of Parc Ivoloina 
and Betampona Reserve. I’m already 
looking forward to my next trip!!!
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PICTURE OF THE MONTH  Paroedura masobe is a nocturnal 
semi - arboreal gecko, endemic to the eastern lowland rainforests of 
Madagascar. Currently, it is only known from Betampona RNI where 
MFG works and the nearby Zahamena National Park. It is described both 
as rare and critically endangered. Illegal harvesting along with habitat 
destruction and degradation pose a serious threat on this species.


