September 7, 2009

Greetings,

My name is Norman Greenhawk.  I’ve had a love of reptiles and amphibians since I was a child.  I have dedicated the last 13 years of my life to studying herpetology, having kept more than 40 species in captivity and established breeding colonies of several of those species.  But I always yearned for more.

When I first came to Puerto Rico, it was with the understanding that I would be volunteering for three months as the herpetologist for Tropic Ventures Education and Research Foundation.  However, after my three months were up, I found that I had fallen in love with the people, culture, environment, and yes, the herptiles of Puerto Rico.  I chose not to go back to the states, and have been here ever since.  I can guarantee that if you decide to come on one of the expeditions we are offering, you will fall in love too.

You may wonder what purpose you may serve by coming.  To answer that, let me give you a little history.  Tropic Ventures Education and Research Foundation oversees the scientific research that is ongoing at Las Casas de la Selva, a 1,000 acre tract of second-growth rainforest.   Currently, Las Casas is being utilized as a nature preserve and a sustainable forestry project.  Puerto Rico is rare in that it is one of the few places in the world where forest cover is increasing.  At the turn of the 1900s, approximately 3% of Puerto Rico remained as forest cover.  Today, approximately 40% of Puerto Rico is covered in tropical forests.  

Your help is needed to further our understanding of the reptiles and amphibians located at the project.  It is a sad fact that Puerto Rico has been overlooked in many areas of scientific research, not the least of those areas being herpetology.  During your stay at Las Casas, you will help with an ongoing study of the lizard species of the genus Anolis.  I am currently studying these lizards because, much like frogs, they are indicator species that can be used to determine the overall health of a habitat.  The research you conduct will be used to determine the effects that human activities such as habitat disturbance and climate change have on the populations of these lizards.

You will also have an opportunity to be among the first to complete a full herpetological survey of the property.  Previous research has focused on easy-to-find species, i.e., the anoles and coquis.   However, the forest contains many microhabitats suitable to several other species, some of which have been observed already- Sphareodatylus geckos, other frogs of the genus Elutherodactylus, and possibly even the Puerto Rican Boa Constrictor.

You will also have the opportunity to visit Lucillo beach, where sea turtles nest, take hikes through our property, go swimming in mountain streams, and immerse yourself in the rainforests of Puerto Rico.

On behalf of myself and everyone at Las Casas de la Selva, I want to say thank you to all who have signed up for these expeditions.  The time and effort you put forth will help further our understanding of the animals we share our home with.  If you have any questions about this expedition, do not hesitate to contact me at greenhawk81@gmail.com.

Sincerely,

Norman A. Greenhawk

Herpetologist

Tropic Ventures Education and Research Foundation

