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Proposed Project

Title: Investigating the difference between nutrient recycling in the várzea and terra firme of the Amazon rain forest through studying the decomposition rates of cattle femurs
Supervisor: Carlos Peres
Planned Location and

Timing of Fieldwork: Medio Jurua and Uacari Reserves, Amazonia, Brazil from the middle of June to the middle of September

Please answer the following questions.

1. What are the main aims of your project?
My project aims to study certain aspects of nutrient recycling in the Amazon rainforest, it links in with an ongoing project in the area that is studying forest extraction with which will lead to the writing of reserve management plans that will be used across Brazil in sustainable use reserves.

The main focus of my project will be to study how the two habitats with very different nutrient availability react to sources of plant important nutrients. Bones have a very high calcium and phosphorus content and are part of the forests own nutrient recycling cycle, the placement and monitoring of the decomposition of cattle femurs in the two habitats will allow comparisons to be made between varzea and terra firme.
Another aspect of the forests nutrient recycling will also be studied. Some of the bones will also be monitored with camera traps along with a number of chicken carcasses, (as an aside to my dissertation).  These aim to look at the role that larger animals and scavengers play in nutrient recycling.
In addition to my dissertation project I am also planning on carrying out a camera trapping survey across the two habitats, I will set up the survey with about 20 cameras and monitor them while I am on the project, these will continue to be monitored after I have left. This survey aims to find out the presence and absence of species as well as the different relative abundances of species between the habitats.
2. Why is the project important or innovative?
Rainforests are globally important habitats, they are huge carbon sinks, maintain vast degrees of biodiversity that has countless lessons to be learnt from and maintain the livelihoods of vast numbers of people. Part of the conservation of the Amazon is the difficult balancing act between conserving the forests natural state and allowing local residents to make a living from the forest. Any extraction, no matter how small removes nutrients from rainforests, and when, as is the case in terra firme, the vast majority of nutrients are held in the forests biomass, and not in the ground long term extraction can lead to significant nutrient loss.
Understanding how nutrients move through the forest, how they are recycled, which ones are in shortest supply, how they are inputted into the forest and how they leave the forest are vitally important when calculating the levels of extraction that forests can maintain, and where and how that extraction can take place. Understanding nutrient recycling in forests is also important when trying to regenerate forests, once rainforests have been cut down the soils very quickly deteriorate, good knowledge of how nutrients can be reintroduced into the soils and the habitat are vital for any success to be had if trying to rejuvenate degraded forest habitats.
Despite its importance little research has been done on rainforest nutrient recycling, it is known that fungi have a large role to play and limited studies have been done on leaf decomposition in rainforests but there is very little published literature on how different rainforests habitats with different levels of available nutrients react to rich mineral sources, a study such as this one, planting mineral rich ‘organic’ remains in the rainforest and studying the rainforests reaction to them, has certainly never been carried out before.

3. How do you hope to benefit from the experience of undertaking the project?
I am very interested in wildlife and conservation and would very much like to go into this field after graduating. Conservation is a very competitive field, especially overseas, and so it is very important that I get as much experience as possible. I have worked abroad on conservaton projects already but this project would add a new level to my experience.
I have spent some time in Tanzania carrying out field work for a conservation organization during a gap year but I was very much a pair of working hands and had no ‘intellectual’ or ‘creative’ input into the work that was being carried out. Then last summer I was lucky enough to work for WWF Malaysia for a number of months, I analysed data from a camera trapping survey that they carried out and drafted the beginnings of a paper, I also went into the field with them, but in a very observational role. To plan a project of my own, carry out the field work and then analyse and write it up feels like a natural progression building on what I have done previously.

The planning and implementing of the project will be quite a challenge. The project is based in a very remote location, 5 hours boat ride up the Rio Jurua from the nearest town and so will be logistically difficult to carry out. The field work will be physically demanding involving a significant amount of walking in a very hot and humid climate. I will be very much ‘on my own’ while in the field and as such will be responsible for the logistics and decisions surrounding my project, there will be two UEA Phd students also working in the area, but they will be busy carrying out their own research. I will also need to learn Portuguese to communicate with the local population and with the research assistant who will be guiding me through the forest. I feel that I will be able to learn a lot from the challenges that this project poses and they will prepare me well for those that will face me in my future career.
Budget

Please list below the total costs of undertaking the project.

Return flights from London to Manaus £800
Flight from Manaus to Carauri approximately £150

Flight from Carauri to Manaus approximately £150
Accomodation in Manaus £30
Travel Insurance £54
Vaccinations (Rabies booster) £46
Malaria Prophylaxis (Doxycycline) £28
Amount requested from the Katie Wilkinson Research Scholarship:
£500
