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FIELD WORK IN THE LIFE AND EARTH SCIENCES 

TUESDAY 7TH NOVEMBER 2017 | DAY MEETING AT THE LINNEAN SOCIETY OF LONDON 

“There is nothing like field work to demonstrate the thrill of exploration and discovery” 
(Lance Grande, Curators, 2017 p. 348). 

This meeting will bring together field work practitioners, across a variety of disciplines in the 
life and earth sciences, presenting their first hand experiences. They will demonstrate the 
continuing importance of field work in advancing our knowledge of our planet; discuss 

ethical issues on specimen collecting, and how advances in modern technology have 
facilitated acquisition of field data to providing tools for biodiversity conservation and better 

understanding of climate change. 
 
 

ABSTRACTS 
 
 

THE ROLE OF FIELD WORK IN EVIDENCE BASED CONSERVATION 

Prof Bill Sutherland | Miriam Rothschild Chair of Conservation Biology  
University of Cambridge 

 

FIELD WORK ON FIVE EXPEDITIONS TO ETHIOPIA (1966-1976) 

Dr Pat Morris FLS | Specialist in Mammal Ecology 

Ethiopia offers a wide range of habitats, but is isolated from surrounding Africa by its altitude. These 
conditions facilitate high levels of speciation and endemism. Neglected by the colonial powers, its 
fauna was relatively poorly known. Adventurous expeditions by Pat Morris and colleagues (1966-
1976) gained extensive insights into the non-avian fauna (particularly mammals and amphibians), 
including the discovery of several species new to Science and many new to Ethiopia. Modern 
restrictions and legislation would now curtail or prevent similar activities. 
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TRAVELS TO THE EAST AFRICAN RIFT:  
FIELD DATA AND ITS IMPORTANCE IN BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH 

Dr Julia Day|Department of Genetics, Evolution and Environment | University College London 

Although next generation sequencing is starting to unlock museum collections, I will discuss the 
importance of active field collecting in systematic biology, including generating species-level 
phylogenies and testing species validity, as well as how it is essential for investigating empirical 
examples of adaptive radiation. I will also highlight the necessity of field data in community ecology 
by discussing some recent findings investigating human impacts on biodiversity. Examples will be 
given from my research on East African freshwater fishes from the ancient rift Lake Tanganyika to the 
extreme, and geologically recent soda lakes Natron and Magadi. 
 

 
 

SECRET LIVES OF PELAGIC SEABIRDS 

Dr Tim Guilford | Professor of Animal Behaviour | University of Oxford 

 Many seabirds spend most of their lives at sea, far away from the binoculars of field biologists. 
Nevertheless, in recent years advances in miniature on-board telemetry systems have begun to 
facilitate scientific study of these elusive lifestyles.  In this lecture I present some of the work we have 
been doing at the Oxford Navigation Group on the pelagic lives of seabirds, from the dispersive 
migration of the Atlantic puffin to coordinated provisioning strategies in the Manx shearwater, with a 
focus on our use of miniature biologging technologies. 
 

 
 

THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF FIELDWORK IN INVESTIGATING THE FOSSIL RECORD  
OF THE EARLIEST ANIMALS 

Dr Alex Liu | University Lecturer in Palaeobiology 

The fossil record offers a remarkable window into past biodiversity and the evolutionary trajectories 
of modern lineages. Museum collections, theoretical studies and laboratory experiments are integral 
components of palaeontological research, but fieldwork is perhaps our greatest single tool for 
expanding knowledge of the history of life on Earth.  

Fieldwork facilitates the discovery of new fossils and fossil localities, many of which (for example the 
dinosaurs) would be entirely unexpected from our knowledge of living organisms alone. Perhaps 
more importantly, fieldwork is also vital if we are to interpret ancient organisms within their correct 
ecological, environmental and evolutionary context, in order to address questions such as how and 
why particular groups evolved or suffered extinction at particular points in time. 
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Research into fossils of the Ediacaran biota – a collection of organisms increasingly considered to 
record the earliest stages of animal evolution and diversification – is amongst the most dynamic areas 
of modern palaeobiology. Fieldwork in multiple global localities over the past 10 years has enabled 
myself and other researchers to discover evidence of key organisms and behaviours that have 
revolutionised scientific understanding of Ediacaran life and its relationship to modern organisms. 
Preservational biases, palaeoenvironmental conditions, and ecological interactions are amongst the 
many findings that would not have been possible without fieldwork. In this talk I hope to not only 
introduce the wonder of the Ediacaran biota and its beautiful field sites, but also emphasise the 
essential role that fieldwork plays in modern palaeobiological research, and the increasing need for 
researchers to consider the long-term protection and conservation of fossil sites. 
 

 
 

GLACIER MELTWATER-TIDAL WATER INTERACTION AT JÖKULSÁRLÓN, ICELAND 

Dr Mark Brandon| Reader in Polar Oceanography 
School of Environment, Earth and Ecosystem Sciences | Open University 

Richard Hodgkins | Senior Lecturer in Physical Geography | Loughborough University 

The glacier Breiðamerkurjökull flows down from the Vatnajökull ice cap and it has an ice front which 
terminates in a beautiful lagoon called Jökulsárlón that is connected to the North Atlantic Ocean. It is 
an extremely accessible and excellent site for studying how glaciers interact with and melt into 
oceanic waters. We conducted field work in the lagoon, using in-situ and remote sensing 
measurements, that has led to two journal articles revealing the physics of melt water plumes from 
the glacier, and how glaciers melt into the ocean. These subjects have universal application for marine 
terminating glaciers worldwide. 
 

 
 

SLOTHS, OTTERS AND UACARI MONKEYS: 20 YEARS OF CONSERVATION-BASED ECOLOGICAL 

RESEARCH IN THE IGAPÓ FLOODED FORESTS OF AMAZONIA  

Adrian Barnett FLS |Visiting Lecturer in Ecology | Roehampton University 

The seasonally-flooded blackwater swamp forests (igapó) of the western Amazon are flooded for 
none months every year, by up to 7m of water. The seasonal pulses of inundation, and leaf and fruit 
production dominate the ecology of this habitat. The consequent time limitations and the need to do 
most everything by canoe, mean igapó ecology is still little-studied compared to other Amazon forest 
types. For the last two decades I have been studying the ecology of the animals and plants of this 
remarkable habitat and have made some extraordinary discoveries. Coodinated by the Igapó Study 
Project, work has ranged across the plants, insects, and mammals of the forest floor and canopy, with 
a focus on diet, habitat use and tolerance to human disturbance. 
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PLANT COLLECTING AND DATA GATHERING PAST AND PRESENT IN THE SINO-HIMALAYAN 

REGION AND ELSEWHERE  

Dr Mark Watson FLS | Head of Major Floras | Royal Botanic Gardens, Edinburgh 

Systematic botany depends upon plant specimens and occurrence records as the raw materials for 
monographic revisions and the writing of Floras. Data on distribution has wider application in 
modelling the effects of climate change, mapping vegetation types and assessing conservation status 
of threatened species. These raw materials are the primary products of botanical expeditions, often 
hard won in challenging environments. Some may say that little has changed in two hundred years, 
after all we still collect herbarium specimens in much the same way as did Buchanan-Hamilton and 
other pioneers of Himalayan botany. But there have been significant changes, particularly in the last 
25 years, and we now make much better use of fieldwork opportunities to maximise the quality and 
quantity of the plants and data we record. 
 

 

A HERPETOLOGIST'S PERSPECTIVE ON THE IMPORTANCE OF FIELD WORK 

Dr Jeff Streicher | Principal Curator | Natural History Museum, London 

Field work in remote areas has been a major driver of biodiversity discovery. These efforts have also 
aided in unravelling the majesty of evolutionary processes like convergence and extinction. However, 
as we move further into the Anthropocene, there are few places left untouched by human activities. 
This reality has altered how, where, and why biologists conduct field work. Through the lens of my 
own experience, I will discuss field work in herpetology (amphibian and reptile biology). I will cover 
topics including biodiversity discovery, evolution, population monitoring, and disease ecology. 
Finally, I will discuss the importance of field work in terms of monitoring and understanding our 
influence on the natural world. 
 

 
 

APPLYING TEMPERATE WOODLAND SAMPLING METHODS  
FOR SAPROXYLIC INSECTS TO THE NEOTROPICS 

Dr Geoff Hancock FLS | Hunterian Honorary Research Fellow  
 Zoology Museum & University of Glasgow 

Techniques developed for sampling Diptera in temperate woodlands in saproxylic habitats have 
proved to be productive for tropical forest systems. The most prominent phytotelmata, water bodies 
that occur subtended within plant bracts or tree rot holes, in the New World are bromeliad tanks.  
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Syrphidae, Richardiidae and several nematocerous families are characteristic groups of flies in such 
habitats. Water bodies can be transient, such as within the flowers of Heliconia spp. (Strelitziaceae) or 
longer lasting, as in bamboo stems. The trapped detritus in phytotelmata varies in organic richness 
providing for a diverse range of taxa. 
 

 
 


