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In  a maverick new program, four tropical biologists are 
doing quick and dirty surveys of the world's rain forests to 

protect-before they disappear 96'- Y&' 

FEARING THAT TRADITIONAL RESEARCH 

cannot hope to match the speed with which 
tropical forests are disappearing, four of the 
world's foremost tropical biologists have 
put together an ecological SWAT team ready 
to fly anywhere to do quick and dirty surveys 
of this vanishing resource. The team's mis- 
sion is to  get to  remote, uncharted sites in 
the tropics and then use satellite imagery, - .  
aerial reconnaissance, and field surveys to 
come up with an inventory of species in just 
a couple of weeks, instead of the usual 
months or years. 

The idea behind the Rapid Assessment 
Program, or RAP, is to gather data quickly 
that wiU help decide which tracts ofimperiled 
tropical forests are the most deserving of 
protection-decisions that are all too often 
based on politics or opportunity, and not 
biology, says team leader Theodore Parker. 
The RAP team, started just last year under the 

IF 
Cloud forest. Alto Madidi i n  the Andean foot- 
hills of  northern Bolivia is one of the most 
diverse forests ever studied (top).  RAP team 
leader Ted Parker ( lef t)  can identify 3000 bird 
species by song alone. 

well-studied forests but the unknown ones, 
presumed to be rich in diversity and known to 
be threatened with obliteration. They would 
have enough money-perhaps up to $50,000 
per trip-for high-tech equipment and the 
logistics of getting the crew in and out 1 

auspices of Conservation International, has surveys they say are needed. quickly. They would work closely with the 
already visited tropical forests in northern "Long-term research is great, but I don't biologists of the host country. And at the end 
Bolivia and western Ecuador. Over the next see how that fits with the immediate problem of their stay, instead of writing up the defini- 1 
few years they plan to visit dozens of sites in we have," responds RAP team leader Parker tive monograph-a process that can take 
tropical forests in Latin America, Africa, and with obvious exasperation. "The Bolivians decades-the team would brief local officials 
Asia and then rank them in terms of their are setting up protected areas whether or not on what they found and then move on. 
biological richness. they have the [complete inventory of the] Gell-Mann sold Conservation Interna- 

Radical though it may be, this program flora of Bolivia in their hands." tional on the idea, though it didn't take much 
has won the praise of systematists and con- RAP had its origins in a series of conversa- doing. "Everyone listens to Murray," says 
servationists alike. T o  Edward 0. Wilson of tions between Parker and Murray Gell-Mann Parker. And as chairman of the MacArthur 
Harvard's Museum of Comparative Zool- I of Caltech, a Nobel Prize-winning physicist I Foundation's world environment and re 
o n ,  "It's an important method for spotting and conservationist. Gell-Mann accompanied sources committee, Gell-Mann was insuu- 
brushfires in the global attempt to reduce Parker on several of the natural history tours mental in securing a $750,000 start-up grant. 
the extinction of species." Walter Reid, an he used to lead in the tropics while working Still, Conservation International realized 
ecologist in the biodiversity program at the at the Louisiana State University. Both felt from the outset that money wasn't enough: 
World Resources Institute, calls it "enor- frustrated that too few biologists were work- RAP would work only if they could recruit 
mously useful." ing in the tropics, and that their research was people like Parker, who by virtue of their 

But, they add, RAP is not the whole I going far too slowly, to be of much help in I unique expertise could do  in a week what 
answer in setting conservation priorities. setting conservation strategy. Says Parker: "I would take normal mortals months or years. 
Some, like Reid, point out that it ignores the realized there is no way in the world we would Parker, a self-trained ornithologist, can rec- 
key economic and social factors, like how know enough in 20 years to decide [what ognize nearly 3000 bird species by song 
the rain forest is already being used. Most of land to set aside] in eastern Bolivia or parts of alone. Give him one week in a tropical 
the grousing, however, comes from more eastern Colombia or southern Venezuela, forest, anywhere from Mexico to Argentina, 
academically minded scientists, who say that where few biologists have been." and he can identify about 95% of the bird 
one week, even one month, is simply too The answer, they decided, was a new type species there. 
short to find out what is going on in any of rapid assessment, which would leave be- After hiring Parker full time to run the 
ecosystem-no matter how good these four hind some of the trappings of academic sci- team, they recruited three more biologists of 
biologists are. And, more to the I ence-thepainstakingco~ectingandcatalog- ( his caliber: Alwyn Gentry, curator for the 
point, they are worried that this flashy new ing of specimens-and instead concentrate Missouri Botanical Garden; Robin Foster, an 
program will divert attention-and more on speed. They would visit dozens of sites ecologist and botanist with the Field Mu- 
& - 

-depth 1 over- the first the relatively I scum-of Natural History in Chicago, and 
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original forest has already been destroyed. 
And within the next 1 0  or 20  years, all of the 
forest will disappear if steps are not taken to 
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