Howletts and Port Lympne Wild Animal Parks: Suggested research topics 2010-2011:

Please note visiting researchers are required to buy a ‘Research Pass’ at a cost of £17.95 for one park and £25 for both, which allows access until the end of the academic year, and to complete a research agreement with H&PL.

For more information please email Mark Kingston Jones: research@aspinallfoundation.org 
Species specific behavioural studies:

1. Elephant faecal sample study: Howletts currently holds the largest herd of African elephants (Loxodonta africana) in the UK and possibly Europe. We are interested in a study looking at the reproductive cycles in our 7 mature females through faecal sampling methods.
2. Meerkat enrichment study: Our PL keepers are interested in enrichment studies with our group of meerkats (Suricata suricatta). 
3. Gelada baboon social behaviour study: We have a small group of 1.2.1 gelada baboons (Theropithecus gelada) in a large mixed species exhibit with colobus monkeys (Colobus guezerra kikuyuensis) and would be interested in studies looking at the interactions between this group. This could be done as a wider study looking into the mixed species interactions or alternatively as a comparison of interactions between this small group and a larger breeding group; Colchester Zoo has a group and are interested in this collaboration.
4. Mixed species Guinea baboon and black rhino study: PL have completed an introduction of a troop of around 30 Guinea baboons (Papio hamadryas papio) with a single female black rhino (Diceros bicornis michaeli) into a large open top enclosure. Although the initial introduction has already taken place successfully these two species will be split again as the rhino will spend more time indoors during the winter. Data on the species behaviour when housed individually compared to when reintroduced in April/May next year would therefore be of great interest to us.
5. Mix species lemur enclosure study: Howletts contains a large walk-through lemur enclosure previously containing only black and white ruffed lemur (Varecia variegata). We are in the process of reducing our current group and bringing in another one or two species and studies into the introduction process and interactions would be helpful.
6. Automated feeder study: Our Primate Keepers at Howletts are keen to explore the use of automated feeding systems. We have recently tested a simplified ice block device with our gibbons and have the design specifications for a relatively cheap homemade timed feeder used with lemurs at Edinburgh. This would require any interested students to develop these ideas themselves however and funding assistance is unlikely to be available for this.  
7. Drill behavioural study: Our primate keepers at PL would be interested in studies looking at the behaviour of their breeding group of 2.5 Drills (Mandrill leucophaeus). 
8. Lion-tailed macaque’s communication study: Our primate keepers at Howletts would be interested in a study looking at verbal and facial communication in our group of 6.14 lion-tailed macaques (Macaca silenus).

9. Tapir feeding study: Our Hoofstock keepers at Howletts are interested in studies looking at food presentation on the behaviour of our Brazilian tapirs (1.1, 1.1 and 2.0). Particularly of interest would be the effects of whole food vs. chopped, scatter feeding and splitting the bulk feeds down into smaller feeds spread throughout the day.
10. Scottish wild cat behaviour study: Our keepers have recently installed sealed cat walks, which extend out from the Scottish wild cat enclosure and would be interested in any studies which assess enclosure usage and the ways in which these walkways are utilised, with the view to using more of these kinds of enclosure additions.  
11. Gorilla nesting study: We are looking for an in-depth study into our gorilla’s nesting behaviour through overnight camera studies at both Howletts and Port Lympne.
12. Bush dog enclosure utilisation study: Our keepers would be interested in a study looking at the activity of our bush dogs centred on activity budget analysis, social interactions, use of the pond and time spent resting.
13. Bush dog translation project: This is less of a research study but, might be applicable for students looking for extra credit/additions to their CV’s. We have recently taken on the international bush dog studbook and are looking for assistance in translation work, ideally in Japanese, Spanish and Portuguese, to assist in communication with native countries and translating the husbandry guidelines into multiple languages.   
Other studies: H&PL house large populations of primates (27 species), small cats (13 species) and ungulates (30 species) a large portion of which are kept in multiple groups allowing comparisons between species. We would therefore welcome study ideas that are innovative and/or may help improve our knowledge of the behaviour, husbandry and conservation of these species.

Nutrition based studies:

1. Primate Nutrition study: We are interested in studies looking at the nutritional content of our primate’s diets with a view to using the information to develop better captive feeding regimes for our animals. 
2. Primate diabetes study: Studies into the occurrence of diabetes in our primate population would be of interest and whether there is a congenital or nutritional link to its development. 
3. Rhino Nutrition study: We are interested in studies into our rhino diets in relation to iron storage or protein and excessive hoof growth 
4. Elephant Nutrition study: We are interested in studies looking at the nutritional content of our elephant’s diet with a view to using the information to develop better captive feeding regimes for our animals.
Education based studies:

1. Keeper talks vs. Education talks: We are interested in assessing perception and educational impact of talks given from our keeping staff or our education staff to explore if any differences in learning occurs between the two. 

2. Additional to previous study or as a separate project – Animal history impact study: Does the public perception of the animal/species change from before and after exposure to exhibit/signage/talks relating to the animals life history e.g. Is our silverback Djala still ‘King Kong’ after his story as a bushmeat orphan is explained?

3. Enrichment talks study: In collaboration with Mark Kingston Jones: We are interested in the effects of talks given with or without feeds/enrichment present in relation to visitor stay times and information uptake. This could include assessing the effect of visitors partaking in enrichment workshops and seeing their own items being used by the animals to see what effects this has on education impact.
4. Signage and visitor stay times: We are interested in the effects of signage in relation to visitor stay times and information uptake. The study design is open for discussion but including things like ID signs and accessing their impact on education is a possibility.   

5. Perception of natural vs unnatural enclosure design: In collaboration with Mark Kingston Jones: We are interested in visitor perception and education when comparing enclosures that keep to a natural look with those that are unnatural. This could be incorporated with a signage component to this study.
6. Tracker study: If the technology was available, utilise GPS tracking devices to log the movements of the zoo visitors.  By using GPS it would be possible to gain exact movements and the time spent in the vicinity of signage, listening to talks, time spent with specific species, in shops and eating establishments, etc.  This would establish how much of the park is/is not utilised, whether some areas are commonly not visited, and demonstrate the “importance” of certain species in attracting visitors.
Plant based studies:

1. Plant Conservation: We are interested in any projects under way or in development involving the propagation of plants for conservation.
2. Sacrificial planting study: Our horticulture department is able to produce plants and grasses that are fast growing for use as enrichment within animal enclosures and would be interested in studies looking into the effects of this kind of enrichment.
3. Visual barrier planting: Our horticulture department is able to produce potted plants which can be used as temporary screens and visual barriers outside of animal enclosures in order to try and promote enclosure use and as a precursor to possibly providing more long term ideas should it prove successful and we are looking for studies to assess this idea. This could be done to include sensory stimulation involving different scented plants etc.
4. Animal plant interaction study: Our horticulture department is interested in studies looking at animal interactions with exhibit planting. This could include manipulating plant types including flowering, non-flowering, scented etc.
5. Medical plant study: Our horticulture department is interested in studies into animal uses of plants with possible medicinal properties.
6. Browse preference: Our horticulture department is interested in studies looking into browse preferences of certain species possibly in conjunction with work looking into the nutritional value of the items being fed out.
Native species studies:

1. Nesting box study: Nesting boxes for dormice have been set up within selected sites in our woodlands this year, with evidence that some of the nesting tubes have been used. We are keen to develope this with a monitoring programme or develop a wider scale project that looks at how we utilise our woodland, which is quite different from most coppice due to the summer cutting. For examples what changes we should be implementing to encourage the development of the dormouse populations.

2. Bat Surveys: We appear to have several species of bat around Port Lympne and Howletts. We would be interested to know what we have and how we can encourage/help them.

