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Observation Shows Care
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The Essence and Value of Ecologlcal Observation
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Searohing on the Internet, you will realize
how closely connected Prof. Hai-yin Wu is
with Formosan Macaques (Macaca cyclopis).
Huge piles of research papers and interviews
demonstrate Wu's expertise and devotion to
ecological observation. Besides wildlife zoology,
Wu also lectures on resource management. With
a macroscopic perspective, she talked to us
about Taiwan's eco-observation.

Surprised and Impressed

The subject of our talk was unexpected and
beyond my imagination.

| prepared myself for a discussion on wildlife
photography: how advanced equipment
changed eco-observation, or the ordeal as a
wildlife photographer. This is how a layman
perceives eco-observation. But as | spoke
with Wu on the phone, her voice, crispy and
straightforward, set a totally different tone for the
upcoming interview.

Wu said photography is a profession and an
art, and she leaves that to real photographers.
The photos she takes arepurely for research
records and never meant to show “the beauty
of Taiwan.” If that was the goal, she said, she
would have invested time and resource into
photography, on its equipment or techniques,
and eventually departed from her research. | was
speechless. She seemed to notice that and said,
“Not like what you thought, right? But it is indeed
different.”

Eco-observation: What is It?
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True Definition of Eco-observation

Wu's definition is as follows: “Ecology” requires
a definition. In eco-observation, both “ecology” and
“environment” need to be defined. To put it simply, eco-
observation involves observing, monitoring, recording,
and exploring the parts of an ecosystem that you are
interested in. You must have a clear theme, though, and
identify your target. Within this scope, everything is eco-
observation. It is a specialized area. Eco-photography is
only a fraction of it.
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We've comprehended the deeper significance of protecting the ecology, respecting the land and reusing our resources. / by Chen Peng Guang
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Puzzle resolved. The scope of eco-observation
is wider than | thought. Clearly, it can be long-
term observation of a species or environment by
individuals, or multi-disciplinary data collection and
analysis on a larger scale.

Single-minded Along the Way

Wu set to become a biologist at a young age.
20 years has passed. She was there as ecological
concepts took shape in Taiwan. Over these decades,
what changes has Taiwan's eco-observation gone
through? As Wu pointed out, early observation
was mostly ground-based and single-pointed.
The observer selected a single target and began
monitoring based on his/her knowledge of biology
and available tools. As a result, what they presented
was unilateral and limited. As technology advanced,
upgraded equipment, GPS, digital database and
Internet technologies became easily available.
Today's researchers carry out 3-dimensional
observation, and at times, 4-dimensional, as
advanced databases enable diachronic analysis.

New technology may also affect observation
results and inferences. In her early years as an
observer, Wu once monitored a troop of macaques
in Kenting. She found the macaques highly attached
to trees, moving mostly between tree-crowns and
trunks, or on coral reefs. As the techniques of
camera trappers became mature, other researchers
found that the macaques tend to move on the
ground while Wu's students later discovered that
they looked for food on the ground, too. So we
realize different acts and habits of the same animals.
And different ways used in observation are equally
eligible.

As observation techniques change, what are the
challenges for Wu back then and now? As a novice
who grew up in the cities, she said she had to learn
how to survive in the wild. She was trained and
taught well but lacked hands-on experience. As she
has matured professionally, she now has to deal with
new techniques and elevate her thinking. She needs
to connect techniques with research and use them
to make her research ground-breaking.

Despite the advancement in techniques,
researchers, as Wu reminds, should find a balance
between research and techniques, and learn to
manage and integrate resources efficiently. Never
sacrifice research for fancy techniques, said Wu.
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Taiwan's Eco-Observation

Wu also made her observations of the development
of Taiwan's eco-observation.

Wu sees improvement in manpower, resource,
technique and social recognition of Taiwan's eco-
observation. However, from a broader perspective,
Taiwan is not in the upper crust. Government subsidies
and research merit systems, for example, do not fit the
needs of eco-observation that often entails long-term
projects. Researchers are pressured into presenting
results. Many thus tend to take on projects that
are productive in the short term. Such mindset has
fundamentally changed the direction of Taiwan's eco-
observation. Those who stick to highly specialized
but unpopular projects, on the other hand, do not
receive enough support. Wu thinks that all disciplines
should have their separate evaluation systems to avoid
overemphasizing some and ignoring others.
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Traces of various animals can be found through the detection of camera trappers. From Pic. 1 to 5 are Formosan barking deer (Muntiacus
reevesi micrurus), Formosan Wild Boar (Sus scrofa taivanus), Formosan macaque (Macaca cyclopis (Swinhoe)), Formosan serow
(Capricornis crispus swinhoei), and Formosan ferret-badger (Melogale moschata subaurantiaca). / Photos provided by Hai-yin Wu
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Treading deep into the mountains and creeks is only to obtain
precious records of wildlife. / Photo provided by Hai-yin Wu
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Camera trappers must be installed where wild animals could not feel
their existence. / Photo provided by Hai-yin Wu

Such problems are also reflected upon policy-
making levels. Wu said, regardless of researcher's
individual field of interest, those in charge of resource
management should do their jobs in making full-scale
considerations, providing funds, opportunities and
jobs of resource observation, and supporting related
projects, to create a win-win situation.

Wu said every researcher is like a thermometer.
Statistics collected from 100 thermometers can be
meaningful data. Coordinated projects are ideal, but
if not, then see yourself as a single thermometer and
continue to observe and accumulate data in your own
fields and issues of interest.

Between Passion and Reality

Continued observation and data collection surely
needs manpower. Wu said her projects need
participation ecology is, after all, not a mainstream
discipline in Taiwan, making careers in ecology
a difficult path. As a teacher, Wu recognizes and
supports eco-passionate students but does not lure
or recruit them. She always wants them to think over
the future of this path and make their own decision
before she gives them her utmost push. We said, job
outlook is bleak. Once faced with the reality, even
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Prof. Wu is one of the earliest eco-observation researchers
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students with passion may lose their interest or even
become averse to ecology.

Seeing students shift to other careers, Wu stays
optimistic. She said she would rather see students walking
out with passion for ecology. Perhaps some will become
bankers, the head of the NSC, government officials, who
knows? Maybe they'll find ways to contribute to ecology.
What a biologist's way of thinking: seeing all possibilities
while not presetting any results!

She smiled and said, “Those seeds won't go bad. Time
hasn't come. If we force them to sprout prematurely, they'll
use up all their energy!”

Any suggestions for the young generation of eco-
observers? | asked. She smiled again and said, “When
collecting data, never cause harm to the environment.
When experimenting, prepare ways to undo it. Most
importantly, a biologist needs to reflect, not just on yourself
but the way you deal with people and how you use and
manage resource.”

20 years of observation on species has given Wu a clear
head and objectivity. There is no absolute good or bad,
she thinks. The rise and fall of species is natural. Passion,
coupled with thorough appreciation of the law of nature,
enables Wu to continue her journey as a biologist.
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in Taiwan. Her research covers areas stretching from Kenting,
Chai-shan (in Kaohsiung), the New Central-Cross-Island Hwy,
to Fu-shan (in Yilan). Laying the foundation for the observation
of Taiwan's monkey species, Wu has also contributed
to increased understanding of and care for Formosan
Macaques. As a long-time eco-observer, Wu has witnessed

the development of Taiwan's eco-observation. For all her g

irreplaceable unique qualities, Yen-ming Liu, an acclaimed
eco-photographer, made Hai-yin Wu's World of Macaques.
It features Taiwan's eco-conservation and was nominated for
Best Documentary at the 37th Golden Horse Award.

Prof. Wu, Hai-yin — BA, MA, and Ph.D. in Biology at
National Taiwan University; professor at Institute of Natural
Resources, National Tunghwa University; specializing
in conservation biology, wildlife ecology and resource
management.
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