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Rebuilding a culture of curiosity, passion, descriptive natural history and hypothesis testing in young South African professionals

At a time when global environmental changes are colliding to accelerate biodiversity loss, the loss of significant capacity to reverse this crisis may be devastating for our planet and human society.  We believe that key skills and character traits are in danger of being eroded in the current generation of conservation science professionals worldwide, and particularly in Africa. Synthetic data management skills (e.g. modelling) and policy analysis are replacing, rather than augmenting, an earlier culture of the passionate professional field biologist and conservationist, well-grounded in natural history and fundamental ecology. We are addressing this trend, by using the Conservation Ecology Programme at the University of Stellenbosch to develop mechanisms to rebuild a culture of curiosity, passion, descriptive natural history and hypothesis testing in young South African professionals. Clearly, field trips to learn about the environment and how to measure it are an essential part of conservation ecologists’ training. However, time constraints during term confine the practical component of our courses to the Stellenbosch area and limited time periods. To overcome this we have been running a 4-day April vacation field trip since 2000. However, the data collected has been for demonstration purposes only. We discuss the increased value of such a field trip where a few questions pertinent to understanding land use and weather patterns as drivers of change are addressed through rigorous data collection with the ultimate aim of publication.  This is an excellent way to expose students to the scientific method and to opportunities that exist in both the academic and the applied arena of conservation ecology.

