
Rain forests used for
ag expansion mismanaged

UNIVERSITY PARK -

Misunderstanding and
mismanagement are
destroying the world’s
Jungles and they could be
gone in 20 years, says Penn
State’s David L, Pearson, an
Internationally known
specialist in tropical rain
forest ecology.

Tropical rain forests, he
contends, determine
weather patterns, form one
of tbe last potential sites for
agricultural expansion, and
contain a living chronicle of

earth's evolutionary history.
"They are the moat

complex ecosystems on
earth,” he adds, "and the
terrestrial area we know the
least about.”

Dr. Pearson, assistant
professor of biology, has
conducted research in rain
forests throughout the world
and has published over a
dozen scholarly papers on
Jungle ecology over the last
four years. Recently, he was
invited Co be a featured
speaker at the Fourth Pan

African Ornithological
Congress to be held later this
year in the Seychelles
Islands.

Pearson frequently
focuses on birds in his
research because, he says,
“they are the one tropical
group about which scientists
already know -a great deal

'and are also good subjects
with which to test general
ecological patterns.”

To illustrate, Pearson
explains that tropical rain
forests contain the greatest
variety ofbird species of any
area on earth more than
400 in a 300-mile-square area
versus about 100 in a similar
forest area in the eastern
U.S.

"This pattern of extreme
diversity, along with a
similar pattern in plants,
suggests that traditional one-
crop agriculture
(monoculture) will not work
in these areas,” v he says.
“And, in fact, wherever
monoculture has been at-
tempted, it has invariably
failed.”

In the jungle, Pearson
notes, nutrients are not
stored in the soil but are
maintained in the plants and
animals. Leaf litter and
other organic debris is
almost immediately
recycled andreabsorbed into
the plants.

Wholesale clear-cutting,
as practiced in eastern Peru,
for example, leaves behind
relatively infertile soil and

leads to altered weather
patterns via increased
convection currents,
dissipation of rain storms
and an eventual drying up of
the region.

In addition, the Jungle's
disappearance robs scien-
tists of a unique opportunity
to study evolution, Pearson
believes. “Rain forests may
be the areas in which birds
originated,” he says, “and
they probably give a more
accurate insight into normal
bird communities than any
other place on earth.”

Tropicalrain forests occur
in a broad band circling the
globe near the equator.
Although they are radically
different from forests in
temperate areas, Pearson
says they rarely fit the
popular image of hot,
steamy, impenetrable
tangles of vegetation
teeming with hostile tribes
and ferocious beasts. He
says the forest floor is ac-
tually darkly shaded by the
taller trees, there is little
ground cover, and travel is
fairly easy. Local tribesmen
are usually friendly and
helpful and hostile animals
are rarely encountered.
Pearson admits that the
jungle does hold some
discomforts mosquitos,
for example but he claims
to have met more annoying
varieties in Minnesota. “All
in all,” he says, “tropical
rain forests are benign and
comfortable places.
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