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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: GIVING A VOICE TO

THE TROPICS

Luke Gibson' and Peter H. Raven®

Department of Biological Sciences, National University of Singapore, Singapore

*Missoweri Botanical Gonden, St. Louis. MO, USA

In this book we deal with an apparcnt paradax: the
apparently lush ecosystems of the world's tropics,
teeming with life. are exceedingly vulnerable w distur-
bance and disintegration. The vokes of authors from
many tropical countrics provide examples of the suc-

d Cail that they con-
servation objectives in their countries. Although each
person's experience has been unique, they udd up to
deliver a number of common themes that we shall
review in the concluding chapter of this book. The
enormous profected papulation growth in the tropics,
coupled with the desire for much higher levels of con-
sumption by a majority of people in a world whose
resources are already being used more rapidly than
they can be replenished. forms a situation that makes
necessary the pooling of our intellectual and financial
resources (o try to find our way back to sustainability
in u socially just world.

Knowledge about the tropics was slow In reaching
Europe, although occasional spectacular ankmals from
tropical Africa were brought o the courts of Europe
and Chi i Classical times. of
the Indies and their riches of spices were greal. it ook
a masshve effort on the part of il I

tropical lands and estublished scttlements there, These
settlements were coustal. however. and mostly lay in
regions that had skmilar coastel and beach plants and
animals over wide areas. As & result, the Encyclope-
dists, who attempted to catalog life from the late seven-
teenth century onward, including Carl Linnacus, who
founded our modern taxonomic sysiem in the mid-
eighteenth century. had no real ides of how biologi-
cally rich the troplcs actually were. In fact, i was not
until the extensive travels of Alexander von Humboldt
{1799-1804), who traveled thousands of kilometers
through Latin America cataloging. and observing its
abundant life. that the world began to understand the
Whological riches of the troplcs in thelr true glory.
Subsequently. Charles Darwin's observations and
collections from the voyage of the Beagle (183 1-1835)
began toreveal the intricacy of tropical ecosysterns and
to detect the thread of evolution in them. His writings
(Darwin, 1845) and those of Alfred Russel Wallace
(Wallace, 1869, 1889), who explored the Amazon
from 1848 1o 1852 and the Malay Archipclago from
1854 10 1862, brought these hitherto mystical regions
0 life for the general public, stimulating continuous

round the southern tip of Africa and travel on to the
East Indies in the half century before Columbus. Sub-
sequenily. the Portuguese. Dutch, Spanish. and ulti-
matcly the Englsh reached far-lung localities in

scientilic fon for the century and
a half that has continued w the present day, From
the specimens that entered the great museums of the
world, it ult il
ity of the workd's species. two-thirds or more of them,
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occurred in the tropics. The vast majority of them.
perhaps 19 out of 20 (mostly small to very small
wnimials and fungi) have yet 1o be discovered or named.
scientifically! It is no wonder, then, that our under-
standing of tropical ecosystems is so limited and our
ability to convert them 1w

the great majority of them poor, and almost all of them
living in developing countrics. Putting the matter
another way. each night when the world can be said o
sit downs 1o the dinner table, there are 200,000 more
people needing (o be fed. Against this background, the

systems often so limited.

Europeans reached the tropics with a colonial men-
tality, beni on extructing iheir natural resources us
eflickently as possible and thus enrichlng the countries
frum which they had come. [t was during the course of
this effort that many troplcal systems were seen to be
[ragile - incapable of replenishing the resources that

need for knowledge of the troples is
evident, and the need for resident scientists and practi-
tioners who can work 1o build sustaimable systems for
the countries with our help is absolutely urgent. This
Knowledge must then be put 1o use for the beneflt of
the people who live In tropical countries so that there
can be a hope of attalning global sustainability:.
Unfortunately for the achievement of sustainability

had been extracted - and the disk o of ecoiys-
tems that were highly productive initially often caused
them to be devastated rapldly.

knowledge avalable about tropkcal ecosystems
and the biodiversity that oceurs In them is poorer than
that concerning lemperale ecosystems. Parl of the
reuson for this deficiency lies in the colonial history of
most of the reglons; those who studied them were often
members of expeditions from abroad. and not resident
scholars who confronted the special problems of the
teopics on a daily basis. As the nstitutions of tropical
countries and their scholardy communities have built
up stowly and unevenly. the destruction of their eco-
systems has accelerated much more rapkdly and uni-
formily. One of the reasons for this disparity has been
rapid population growth, especially in the tropics, At
the time of Alexander von Humboldt's travels just aver
200 years ago. there were not quite a billion people in
the world. a minority of them living in the tropics o
what are now considered developing countries. Today:
there ure more than 7 billion people on Earth, five-
sixthsof th dev ntris, including

in the extractive mentality that began
with Mareo-
wer, the numbers of resident scientists I most areas are.
small, especially in the face of the incredible blological
diversity that occurs there (Barnard, 1995), A recent
review of articles published in iwo of the leading inter-
Ay d that only 62%
of troplcal counteles were represented. and 6 2% of all
thos k from just I L

2008), Furthermore, 62% of the articles were written
by lead authors based at institutions outside the
country where the research was carried out.

This geographical blas has & historical foundation;
much research by Europeans has been and stlll s con-
ducted in their former colonies in the Old World tropics
iClark, 1985, In the Western Hemisphere, Buropean
scicntists also began the period of exploration, but they
were followed by many scientists from the US. These
selentists chose to conduet research in the Neotropics
because of thelr proximity and richness and, more
recently. the. fonal scien-

tific - the for Tropical

the tropics. One billion people are projected to be added
to this number during the next 12 years (Population
Reference Bureau, 2012). In Africa, for example, where
s0 many people are malnourished or starving at
present, the 950 milli i b

countries todiy will be joined by another 500 million
people by 20251 The combination of explosive popula-
thon growth. demand for Increased consumption that
is growing still more rapidly. and the continued use of
often antiquated or damaging extractive technologies
are d | 0 he world,

Studies and the Smithsonian Tropical Research Insti-
tute - are bused In Latin America, fostering collsbora-
tions with American researchers (Clark.  1985).
Regardiess of historical patterns and their underlying
reasons, we hive more to learn about the biodiversity
and ecology of the tropics than that of any other part
of Earth. Knowledge about tropical biological systems
can clearly be accumulated more efficiently by resk-
i

tors. There

role in these imvestigations for the major systematic

nowhere more rapidly than in the tropics. By the
middle of this century, which is as soon as we could
begin to hope for global population stability. 2-2.5
biltion people will have joined our current numbers.

of the world, which are mostly located
ouiside of the tropics, in exploring their biology in the
future, but clearly partnerships between them and
tropical institutions hold the key for the best and most

lid progress. Overall. there is a definite need for



greatly accelerated research programs in the tropics,
programs that can be conducted best by people who live
there. When they are the ones most clearly involved in
the research, it can be applied most easily to problems
of conser th vh
these schentists are working.

In this book, we present diverse examples of the ways
that scientific principles hinve been applied to the con-
servation of tropical ecosysiems, and ihe success of
these efforts. We do this by giving a volce to people from
these tropical regions, who live there or who have
worked there for major portions of their lives. thus

fence in the of what
we collectively are learniog. We inviled some of the
leading conservation biologists from a variety of tropi-
«cal countries to share thelr perspectives on important
conservation lssues In their countries. The following
«chapters provide stories of success and loss, of small
communities in Thailand working logether 1o protect
hornbills, of disordered national governments fuilin
to protect forest habitats and their resident specles
within, and of many other practical experlences. both
successes wnd failures. Our book is organized by geog-
raphy, with the chaptcrs arranged into scctions corre-
sponding to the lour major tropical regions: Africa. the
Americas, Asla. and Oceanla. At the end. we also
include a Diaspora section, with chapters written by
people from the tropics who now work on tropical con-
servation issues at institutions outside of the region.

We deliberately chose the imtegrative discipline of
conservation. implying also the building of

Giving a Voice to the Tropics 3

There are some significant gaps in the coverage in
his boak. Although many tropical countries are repre-
sentedd, gaps remain particularly in Central America,
Andean and northern South America, central and
southern Africa_ and large parts of Southeast Asta. For
one particular country. we nvited two people (o con-
tribute a chapter. but both ultimately declined to
submit a chapler eritiquing the conser vation measures.
in their country, fearing backlash by the government
and the potential loss of thelr jobs. This country Is
regrethally not included In this book. the voloes of iis
potential suthors silenced. The limit of freedom of
expression is a [undamental concern in many tropical
regions. where particular governments can be intoler-
ant of eriticism. construetive or not, and sometimes.
even repressive to those who choose w offer It The
poople of the world share & common interest In sur-
vival, and the challenge will be met only by finding
sustainability for our planet. We hope that one of the
Thenelits of this book will not only be to help empower

hose who d study In tropl 10 be able
10 do an even better job, but also to help us all under-
stand the need for common action based on mutual
understanding and some of the means pertinent to
taking such actions effectively. We sincerely hope that
aur book will help 1o highlight the many problems —
and some of the potential solutions - facing countries
in the tropics, and ultimarely every one of us as well.

ocosystems, for emphasis here: the needs for conseeva-
tlon are urgent, Conservation, however rests on a
foundation of knowledge built by ecologists, systema-
tists, soil scientists, and especially by sacial scientists.
In many parts of the tropics, the base on which comsers
vation can be carried Is notably deficient. Steps must
be taken urgently on the basis of what we do know,
however. because opportunities are slipping through
our fingers with increasing rapidity. At present. the
world's prople are estimated to be using on a continu-
ous basis about 150% of what the world can produce
sustainably (htp:/footprintnetwork org), which means
that every natural system we know will be simplificd.
depleted, and made less beaatiful wntil we find  way to
live: within our means in a world where soclal justice
becomes an important theme.
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