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INTRODUCTION

The Gran Chaco Wildlife Conservation and Management Training Course was organized by Fundación ECO in collaboration with the National Zoo’s Wildlife Conservation and Management Program (WCMTP), and conducted in Formosa, Argentina from June 3-12, 2005. It was developed at the request of Argentine government and university officials to address the training needs of young professionals who were not eligible to attend the two Primate Conservation Biology Courses organized by Fundación ECO in 2003 and 2004.  These courses were aimed at young primatologists, and therefore, could not accommodate the training needs of the more diverse group that attended this course. However, the quality of training they provided stimulated government and university officials to request Fundacion ECO to conduct a broader based course for their own people.  

Funding for the course was provided by the Sea World and Busch Gardens Conservation Fund and The Offield Foundation grant to the Zoological Society of San Diego.  The Zoological Society of San Diego also contributed equipment, vehicles and personnel.  The Ministry of Production and The National University of Formosa offered their sponsorship, and the former agency provided free lodging at a Provincial Reserve, some transportation and a much needed LCD projector. The National University of Formosa offered its spacious facilities in Formosa city for the opening ceremony.  All teaching staff invited to participate in the course very kindly volunteered their services instead of requesting payment.

The main objectives of the course were to: 1.  provide course participants with hands-on experience in the management of natural resources, 2.  introduce young professionals working in governmental offices to conservation biology science and research, 3. facilitate communication between scientists conducting research on natural resources and officials regulating the use of these resources, 4. begin training five young biologists of Fundación ECO as trainers, and 5. develop a working relationship between Fundacion ECO and the local sponsors in order to strengthen future collaboration on conservation-oriented projects 

TRAINEES, INSTRUCTORS AND INVITED SPEAKERS

The course was coordinated by Dr. Eduardo Fernandez-Duque, and Ms. Liz Corvalán (Director of Science and Secretary, Fundación ECO, respectively). Dr. Fernandez-Duque’s previously attended a WCMTP course in 1990, after which the program trained him as a trainer and gave him funds to obtain his doctoral degree from the University of California, Davis. Having benefited from the association with WCMTP he was committed to using the program’s model of assistance to help other young people to improve their own professional credentials.  Dr Fernandez-Duque functioned as the lead instructor in the present course, and following the WCMTP model had identified five promising young ECO Fundacion biologists to be trained as trainers. As part of their training each young biologist was responsible for designing and conducting a half-day activity, and assisting Fernandez-Duque in various aspects of teaching and course organization.  Nine invited speakers from other institutions like the Buenos Aires Zoo, the National Directorate of Wildlife, the Provincial Secretary of Natural Resources, and two National Universities also participated as trainers.  Some of the invited speakers gave oral presentations, while others spent as much as two days offering both lectures and field practices.

Only 15 students were accepted into the course to ensure ample time for trainee-trainer interactions and a hands-on approach to training (Appendix 1). All participants including one from Brazil were working or planning to work in the near future in the Gran Chaco region of South America. Twelve participants were in the last year of university studies while three had already obtained their university degrees. Thirteen participants were in their mid-twenties while two were in their early forties.    

COURSE ACTIVITIES

The course took place in the Guaycolec Wildlife Reserve, located 25km away from Formosa City.  The participants received training in demographic, behavioral, and ecological data collection, data summary and analysis, capturing and sampling techniques, radio-tracking, vegetation analysis and specimen collection (Appendix 2).  They also participated in a workshop on the ethics of conducting research and listened to presentations addressing the conflicts between biodiversity conservation and the needs of human populations.   The trainees also had the opportunity to meet scientists conducting research on a variety of taxa, including representatives of some of the best known conservation projects in the country. Conservation strategies and tactics needed to address the most significant threats to natural resources in the Gran Chaco and elsewhere in Latin America were discussed.  A special effort was made to introduce the participants to proposal writing and grants management.

Course activities usually began soon after dawn and continued until dusk.  Lectures were offered in a classroom located close to where all field practices took place. Therefore, it was possible to illustrate concepts and ideas presented during lectures almost immediately with a field demonstration or exercise.  

Immersion courses that require participants to spend extended periods together with teachers were unheard of in Formosa until Fundación ECO began offering field courses in 2003.  This fact was repeatedly brought to everyone’s attention by Martín Romano, Vice-Chancellor of the National University of Formosa, as well as Luis Basterra, Minister of Production as they eloquently expressed their complete satisfaction with the course.  

STUDENT EVALUATIONS

On the last day of the course, the participants were given time to discuss various aspects of the course among themselves.  Later, they filled in evaluations about the logistics and organization of the course, as well as about the performance of all instructors and invited speakers.  Overall, participants were very satisfied with the course (Appendix 3) and gave it an average rating of 4.2 on a scale of 0-5.  The quality and quantity of food received the highest score, and toilet availability the lowest.  This is an important point since it brings up the need to develop adequate facilities for future courses.

Although the overall average rating of invited speakers was quite high (8.4 in a scale of 0-10), there was considerable variability in the scores given to them.  Professional biologists with experience in teaching students tended to score higher than government officials who did not have regular exposure to student audiences.  There is political pressure to invite important government figures to talk to the participants, and meeting and listening to policy- and decision-makers could be beneficial to the trainees.  But this exercise may be fruitless if speakers are unable to get their message across by engaging students in lively discussions.  The issue of inviting speakers who were not rated highly is a delicate one and will have to be dealt with diplomatically in future courses.

Fundación ECO prepared and distributed copies of the evaluations to all invited speakers including those from the Ministry of Production and the different universities. Distributing student evaluations of teachers is very rare in Argentina, but the initiative was very well received and Fundacion ECO received very positive feedback from many of the speakers.

FUTURE PROSPECTS

An important goal of  Fundación ECO is to develop a comprehensive training currículum, and establish a center that could undertake various types of training and research projects needed to promote biodiversity conservation in Latin America. Such an initiative will require collaboration between numerous local and national institutions. In this respect,  the course played an important role in bringing together institutions that could help establish the Gran Chaco Conservation and Training Center in Formosa Province, Argentina. The Minister of Production and the University Vice-Chancellor visited the course and offered their support for the organization of similar courses in the future. The Vice-Chancellor also presented Fundación ECO with a formal letter offering to establish the center on the University campus. Fundacion ECO has accepted the offer and will work with university authorities  to establish the proposed center.  

For the first time, the National Parks Administration sent a park ranger for training, and there was also a representative from a National Program for Small Agriculturists in Formosa.   Both expressed concerns about the duration of the course, and pointed out that it is very hard for officials to sign up for courses that require a significant time commitment.  In the future, it may be better to organize 2-3 day workshops specifically for government officials.

On several occasions, students, speakers and visitors shared a meal after a lecture or field practice which provided networking opportunities.   For many participants this was their first opportunity to talk to government officials.  There were also opportunities for everyone to express their opinions about the course to local newspaper and TV programs.   This was a significant accomplishment in a province where there is such an omnipotent presence of the government and an almost non-existent participation from non-government organizations.

Not surprisingly, inviting the Ministry of Production and the National University to be sponsors turned out to be a very good strategy to bring Fundacion ECO and local officials closer together. This strategy will be continued in the future as well.

Training of trainers was definitely, one of the most satisfying aspects of the course.  The doctoral students who participated as instructor trainees were very responsible, organized and dedicated.  As expected, some did better than others regarding their teaching skills, but they all agreed to continue their training as instructors during the next couple of years.  

Fundación ECO is currently developing plans to offer a course on Research Design taught by Dr. Peter Feinsinger during the first semester of 2006 and a second course on Wildlife Conservation and Management during the second half of the year.  Those two courses will hopefully be held at the local university with field practices at Guaycolec Wildlife Reserve.  Although it is possible to teach the entire course at Guaycolec Reserve, it is a challenge to conduct courses longer than 2 weeks without better facilities.

Regarding outside speakers, we firmly believe in inviting people with different backgrounds and from other provinces even if it increases the costs of the course. Many of the participants very infrequently travel to professional meetings or out of Formosa Province and a course like this one is one of the few possibilities they have to communicate with other conservation biologists. Such form of communication is very important for young people who are on the threshold of choosing their professional careers.
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APPENDIX 1

Gran Chaco Wildlife Conservation and Training Course

Staff, Lecturers and Students

	Last Name
	Name
	Country
	Occupation
	Institution

	Staff
	
	
	
	

	Rotundo
	Marcelo
	Argentina
	Technician
	Fundación ECO, Formosa

	Fernandez-Duque
	Eduardo
	Argentina
	Biologist
	Fundación ECO, Formosa

	Vaudagna
	Analia
	Argentina
	Architect
	Fundación ECO, Formosa

	Corvalán
	Liz
	Argentina
	Architect
	Fundación ECO, Formosa

	Lecturers
	
	
	
	

	Neiff
	Juan José
	Argentina
	Biologist, Ph.D.
	Cecoal, Conicet

	Fernandez Duque
	Eduardo
	Argentina
	Biologist, Ph.D.
	Cecoal, Conicet

	Romano
	Martín
	Argentina
	Forestry Engineer
	UNaF

	Astore
	Vanesa
	Argentina
	Biologist
	Fundación BioAndina

	Rivolta
	Miguel
	Argentina
	Veterinary MD
	Zoo de Buenos Aires

	Lanza
	Norberto
	Argentina
	Biologist
	Fundación ECO

	Valeggia
	Claudia
	Argentina
	Biologist, Ph.D.
	Chaco, Conicet

	Nenning
	Teresita
	Argentina
	Zoology Engineer
	Fundación ECO

	Juárez
	Cecilia
	Argentina
	Biologist
	Fundación ECO

	Ceresoli
	Natalia
	Argentina
	Biodiversity Licenciate
	Cecoal, Conicet

	Romero García
	Emilio Rafael
	Argentina
	Veterinary MD
	Gendarmería Nacional

	Moschione
	Flavio
	Argentina
	Biologist
	Secr. Desarrollo Sustentable

	Iriart
	David
	Argentina
	Botanist
	UNNE

	Students
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Adorno
	Abel
	Argentina
	Formosa
	

	Aristide
	Pablo
	Argentina
	Buenos Aires
	Univ. Buenos Aires

	Barros
	Mariano Marcelo
	Argentina
	Buenos Aires
	Univ. Buenos Aires

	Blanco
	Jorge Alberto
	Argentina
	Formosa
	Pilcomayo Nat. Park

	Borro
	María Marta
	Argentina
	Buenos Aires
	Univ. Buenos Aires

	Cassio
	Roberto
	Brasil
	
	Instituto Pesquisas Ecologicas

	Ghirardi
	Romina
	Argentina
	Santa Fe
	Univ. del Litoral

	Jara Zaquelli
	Diego Orlando
	Argentina
	Formosa
	Univ. de Formosa

	Jara Zaquelli
	Hugo José
	Argentina
	Formosa
	Univ. de Formosa

	Lepera 
	Gabriela
	Argentina
	Buenos Aires
	Univ. Buenos Aires

	Lonné
	Noelia
	Argentina
	Buenos Aires
	Univ. Buenos Aires

	Ocampo
	Rene Ariel
	Argentina
	Formosa
	

	Rodriguez
	Myriam
	Argentina
	Formosa
	Univ. de Formosa

	Ruiz
	Rodolfo Angel
	Argentina
	Formosa
	Univ. de Formosa

	Soler
	Rosina
	Argentina
	Santa Fe
	Univ. Litoral
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Gran Chaco Wildlife Conservation and Training Course

PROGRAM
	TOPIC
	DATE
	SPEAKER

	 
	Friday, June 3
	 

	Introductory Remarks.  Philosophy behind the course
	Morning
	9:00 hs Opening Ceremony

	Basic principles in ecology, population structure.  Metapopulations.  Factors regulating the distribution and abundance of organisms.  Communities.  Landscape ecology.
	Afternoon
	Dr. Juan Jose Neiff, Director, Center of Applied Ecology, Argentinean National Council of Research 

	 
	Saturday, June 4
	 

	Visit to various habitats in the area.  Fragmentation, restoration ecology.
	Morning
	Dr. Juan Jose Neiff

	The design of research projects.  The scientific method.  The Question, where all begins.  
	Afternoon
	Dr. Eduardo Fernandez Duque, Adjunct Researcher, Argentinean National Council of Research

	 
	Sunday, June 5
	 

	Analysis of data: statistics and their biological significance.  Inferential statistics.  When and how to generalize.  How to write a scientific report.  How to write a grant proposal.  
	Morning
	Dr. Eduardo Fernandez Duque 

	Field techniques: compass, binoculars, maps, GPS, altimeter, checksheets.  
	Afternoon
	Lic. Natalia Ceresoli, Cecoal-Conicet y Dr. Fernandez Duque

	 
	Monday, June 6
	 

	The collection and preservation of specimens.  
	Morning
	Lic. Cecilia Juárez, Fundación ECO, Formosa

	Vegetation studies: abundance, density, diversity, collection and preservation of plant specimens 
	Morning
	Lic. David Iriart, Botanist, Universidad Nacional del Nordeste and Fundación ECO

	Techniques for the study of birds.  Mist nests, banding, bird watching.  Ele Project:  a sustainable use of parrots
	Afternoon
	Dr. Ricardo Banchs and Dr. Flavio Moschione, Director and Co-Director Proyecto Ele, National Directorate of Wildlife 

	 
	Tuesday, June 7
	 

	Techniques for the study of birds
	Morning
	Dr. Ricardo Banchs and Dr. Flavio Moschione, Director and Co-Director Proyecto Ele, National Directorate of Wildlife 

	Censusing techniques
	Afternoon
	Lic. Natalia Ceresoli and Dr. Fernandez Duque

	 
	Wednesday, June 8
	 

	Ex-situ Conservation.  Wildlife Medicine
	Morning
	Dr. Miguel Rivolta, Veterinary Director, Buenos Aires Zoo

	The Condor Project: ex-situ and in-situ conservation of an endangered bird
	14:00
	Lic. Vanesa Astore, Biology Director, Buenos Aires Zoo

	Wildlife Traffic
	16:00
	Dr. Emilio Romero Garcia, Border Patrol Veterinary Doctor

	Wildlife Traffic
	17:00
	Comandante Gómez Bagliani, Chief, National Border Patrol

	Management of Natural Forests
	18:30
	Ing. Martín Romano, Vice-Chancellor, Universidad Nacional de Formosa

	 
	Thursday, June 9
	 

	Conservation of biodiversity and human populations.  Indigenous nations of the Gran Chaco.  Cultural and Biological Diversity.  Workshop on the ethical conduct of research with humans.  
	All Day
	Dr. Claudia Valeggia, Conicet and Lic. Norberto Lanza, Fundación ECO

	 
	Friday, June 10
	 

	Visit to the Provincial Arboretum and the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Laguna de Oca
	Morning
	Ing. Horacio Zambón, Subsecretary of Natural Resources and Ing. Edgardo Barraza, Provincial Director of Forests

	Round Table and Evaluations
	Afternoon
	 

	 
	Saturday, June 11
	 

	Conservation Education
	All Day
	Ing. Teresa Nenning, Universidad Nacional de Formosa y Fundación ECO and Lily Aguero

	Closing Ceremony and Banquet
	Evening
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Gran Chaco Wildlife Conservation Training Course

Student Evaluations 
	Please, give a score from 1 to 5: 1 = poor 2 = acceptable 3 = average 4 = good 5 = excellent
	

	Student ID
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	Average
	Median

	Average
	3.6
	4.1
	4.6
	4.7
	4.6
	3.8
	4.3
	4.4
	3.9
	4.3
	4.2
	3.7
	4.4
	4.2
	4.3
	
	

	Median
	3.5
	4.0
	5.0
	5.0
	5.0
	4.0
	4.5
	4.5
	4.0
	4.0
	5.0
	4.0
	5.0
	4.0
	5.0
	
	

	Preliminary information about the course
	3
	4
	3
	5
	4
	4
	4
	4
	3
	4
	3
	5
	3
	4
	3
	3.7
	4.0

	Assistance by ECO members
	3
	5
	5
	5
	5
	4
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	4
	5
	5
	5
	4.7
	5.0

	Lodging in Formosa City
	 
	 
	5
	 
	5
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	5
	4
	 
	 
	5
	4.8
	5.0

	Lodging in tents in Wildlife Reserve
	3
	4
	5
	4
	4
	3
	5
	4
	4
	4
	4
	3
	5
	3
	4
	3.9
	4.0

	Quality, quantity and food availability
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5.0
	5.0

	Snacks at mid-morning and mid-afternoon
	4
	5
	5
	4
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	4.9
	5.0

	Access to library and bibliography
	4
	4
	5
	5
	5
	4
	5
	4
	4
	4
	4
	5
	3
	4
	5
	4.3
	4.0

	Help by instructors
	4
	4
	3
	5
	5
	4
	4
	5
	4
	4
	5
	2
	4
	5
	5
	4.2
	4.0

	Transportation City-Reserve
	3
	3
	4
	5
	5
	4
	4
	4
	4
	3
	4
	3
	4
	3
	5
	3.9
	4.0

	Toilette availability
	3
	2
	5
	4
	4
	2
	4
	4
	2
	4
	1
	3
	5
	3
	2
	3.2
	3.0

	Toilette cleanliness
	3
	4
	5
	5
	3
	4
	5
	5
	4
	4
	3
	1
	4
	4
	4
	3.9
	4.0

	Cost of Course
	4
	5
	5
	5
	5
	3
	4
	5
	4
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	4
	4.6
	5.0

	Length of Course
	4
	4
	5
	4
	5
	4
	2
	3
	3
	5
	5
	3
	5
	4
	4
	4.0
	4.0
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