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Dafen Observatory, base for monitoring Ursus thibetanus formosanus/ Hwang's students were measuring the bear home to record its life and migration

Photo provided by Mei-hsiu Hwang
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urrently as the co-chairman of the Asian black

bears Expert Team of IUCN/SSC, an international
unit for rare species, Mei-hsiu Hwang is definitely an
eye-catcher in the ecological conservation circle in
Taiwan.

Young and skinny, she has been accustomed to
carrying heavy gears and walking through forests
to track Formosan Black Bear (Ursus thibetanus
formosanus), the subject of her dissertation and also
the inspiration of her belief and passion. Her devotion
has earned her the name of “Taiwan's Jane Goodall.”
Aboriginals call her “Mother Bear” but when asked
about her love for the animal, she would answer: “Not
love, it is compassion.”

Thanks to her mentor, Dave Garshelis, her Ph.D.
adviser at the program of conservation biology at
University of Minnesota and also an expert about large
animals, Hwang, who wanted more than just a doctoral
degree and wished to receive the most solid-grounded
and far-reaching training, had the ideal academic model
to look up to.

What was the biggest influence this "academic
model” had on her? Hwang answered without
hesitation: a global view of conservation and right
attitude. She once asked Garshelis why he took her
as his advisee since her English was not good. His
answer was candid: “If | were studying American bears,
you would hardly become a candidate considering
your cultural background and language ability. But, for
studies on Asian bears, if you do it right, you probably
can inspire conservation efforts in Asia with huge
contributions.”

International horizon was one of the reasons for
Garshelis to choose Hwang.
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Mother bear was nursing her baby and teaching it
to feed. What a loving picture! / Photo provided by
Mei-hsiu Hwang

Garshelis (currently chairman of the Bears expert
group of IUCN/SSC) was the perfect role model who
emphasizes both research and conservation. He made
sure that the produced dissertation was of good quality
while at the same time keeping in mind the service
nature of conservation. Garshelis once told Hwang:
“Conservation is not research because it can't wait.”
To conserve, reassessment of resource allocation is
sometimes necessary. Hwang realized the difference
even more after she came back to and work in Taiwan.

“Why does academic research contradict with
conservation?” Hwang did not answer but asked: “If
you are dealing with a rare species, say , Chinese White
Dolphin (Sousa chinensis), what is the first thing you
will do?” | pondered and said “social movement that
calls for public attention.” She went on to ask: “how
many hours do you have a day? Your study and science
thesis output require time and efforts to be successful
but when you are devoted to pure research and thesis
composition, you have limited time for educational
promotion and fund raising or helping solve urgent
management issues. ”

In light of this, Hwang decided to make the best
distribution of resources between research and
conservation. She accepted the reality of existing
system and came up with strategies. She did not allow
her belief to surrender to the system. A committee
member of the National Science Council suggested
that she should choose an easier subject and produce
more theses. She smiled: “I may need to spend 6 years
to become an associate professor but | will get there
anyway. What matters is that | take care of ecological
conservation, too.”
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Ursus thibetanus formosanus at 14 months looks very sturdy alreadly.
Wearing a monitoring collar, it was staring into the distance. / Photo
provided by Mei-hsiu Hwang
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Setup of Website

What inspired the establishment of the Ursus
thibetanus formosanus website? Hwang said it's
because they wanted to promote people's knowledge
about the animal and stop the hunting, selling and
purchasing of it. To be successful, they had to first let
people know about the animal and related issues.

While doing research, Hwang clearly saw the
difficulty facing Ursus thibetanus formosanus. It is truly
a shame on all Taiwanese that the animal has been on
the extinctive species list for 20 years and no effective
restoration has come around. Extinction of rare
species in the old times might have been excused but
with modern technology, there is no excuse. Hwang
wrote an award-winning book on the black bears but
it was not well received by the market. She came
to realize that websites are the most cost-effective
and borderless avenue. So she worked with Yushan
National Park and built the Conservation and Research
of Formosan Black Bear website.

Hwang said that she was not satisfied with the
maintenance and update of the website. Current
emphasis is placed on database conservation news
and theses and people rarely get instant replies to
their questions. It all comes down to the imbalanced
division of resources again. | couldn't help proposing
that she could take advantage of the governmental
employment stimulus plan and help her students
with great working opportunities, too. She answered
seriously: “Unemployment is never a problem among
my students.”

Good for her for being so confident with her students
in an era of a high unemployment rate! Hwang said
that her students are highly capable of field research
and devoted, making them desired candidates for may
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research groups despite the fact that the importance
of field research is often underemphasized. Field
investigations are the fundamentals of research and
related demand is huge. However, the difficult work
and data collection make many people think it is too
dangerous or unpopular. Therefore, teachers should
lead their students and allow them room to act on
their own sometimes and develop their passion. Once
students experience the fun of field investigations and
interact with the nature, their passion will constantly
grow. This is something that laboratory scientists can
hardly understand. When speaking of her students
now at different observation sites, Hwang is full of
pride.
“Integrity” and “Instantaneity” of the
Conservation

“What about present practices in conserving Ursus
thibetanus formosanus?” “There are two levels,”
analyzed Hwang, “the national parks and government
agencies.” It would be meaningless to restore the
species in one single national park because black
bears move around and often out of the protection
area, and one single protection area cannot provide
sufficient and effective population. That being said,
conservation of Ursus thibetanus formosanus should
not be efforts of a single national park but should be
done throughout Taiwan.
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Ursus thibetanus formosanus is aknown for its independence and isolation from the
outside world, just like a hermit in the forest. / Photo provided by Mei-hsiu Hwang
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Over the mountains and valleys, they looked for bears. /
Photo provided by Mei-hsiu Hwang
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The bond between Hwang and Ursus thibetanus formosanus is a good model
in the conservation circle in Taiwan. / Photo provided by Mei-hsiu Hwang

What about government agencies? Hwang said
that “they are too passive now. Budgets should
be appropriated spontaneously to save the rapidly
diminishing endangered animals. After all, it is
possible that they will disappear in the “near future,”
or in other words, while we are still alive. Hence,
regulatory authorities need to act now and be more
proactive instead of just including Ursus thibetanus
formosanus in the list of endangered animals. A
restoration plan proposed by experts is needed
to make conservation work. Related legislative
packages are one of Hwang's goals, too.

Think Twice on Restoration Area

“Can we follow China's panda restoration model,
then?” Hwang disagreed and said that people who
put Ursus thibetanus formosanus in a captive setting
should ask themselves why they did it. The animal
requires a huge space and has very complicated
behavioral patterns. A captive setting would never be
approved when animal rights were to be considered.
The effort would then ironically become “anti-
conservation.” “What Ursus thibetanus formosanus
needs is have threats to their life removed. A captive
measure will result in many pet bears unable to
survive on their own when set free in the wilderness,
creating more problems. Conservation is not just
about certain species but also the whole eco-system.
Even if a captive restoration is adopted, the black
bears should be the speaker that earns people's care
and a better living environment for all species in the
wild. Emphases should not be placed on how cute
the bears, how novel the captive equipment or how
thoughtful the caretakers are, but sadly, this is often
what happens,” sighed Hwang.

“Once endangered, forest-based animals often
disappear fast.” Hwang came to this conclusion
recently. The conservation of Black-faced Spoonbill
(Platalea minor) is easier because it's more visible
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Conservation and Research of Formosan Black Bears Website

http://tve.npust.edu.tw:8080/project/meibear/Chinese/index.asp

BEFHE - 1970F % -

EEFEZUSEEN Profile of Prof. Mei-hsiu Hwang

Green Earth #R&MIIR 2220 700

and approachable to the public. By contrast, forest-
based animals are not commonly seen and hence it
is harder for people to bond with them, which makes
conservation difficult. “Now you know that | have
being studying and protecting the animal of ‘my
imagination,'” Hwang jokes. The passivism of the
government and limited visibility of the black bears
are reasons for unsuccessful conservation. | like all
wildlife, not just bears. But | feel for their misfortune.
Maybe one day they will be removed from the list and
| can stop studying them.”

Give Us a Reason to Conserve

At the end of the nearly two hours of interview, |
asked the last question: “What is the value of Ursus
thibetanus formosanus? \What is the substantial
significance of its restoration?” To answer such
questions is not easy, said Hwang. People sure can
live without bears. “I research bears because | want
my place to be one with humanity and compassion.
If we cannot even conserve such a huge and vivid
animal as black bear, how can we care about
biodiversity, let alone the environment, rivers, and
plants? and how inhumane will we be then?”

“Bears to a certain extent are the indicator of
humanity. The care for them can be extended to the
whole Taiwan, too. If we could care about even those
hardly visible black bears in the forests, we will not be
ignorant to any harm we do to our surroundings. It
people ever ponder what Taiwan'd look like a century
later, they will think and act much differently than they
do now.”

Well said, indeed! And this comment gave the
perfect ending to this article.

Born in 1970, Hwang is the famous “Mother

HREBEENEZINAREIRAE  Bear” in the conservation of Formosan Black
KRE » GRS BEERAZNE Bear (Ursus thibetanus formosanus) in Taiwan.
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Her work “My Diary- Story of Me with Formosan
Black Bears” records field research and
reflections on the nature and culture. It was the
first research journal of an ecological researcher
published and selected as one of the Top 10 Best
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With a Ph.D. degree in Conservation Biology
at the University of Minnesota, Hwang is currently

BEYREZHPEHREREEVMARM an assistant professor of the Institute of Wildlife
BT RERRERKBHEFHYREM  Conservation at National Pingtung University of

Science and Technology.
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