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The Birds and Trees

ith the disappearance of
Guam's forest birds, the
limestone forests themselves
may be in danger of
WPTRC
entomologists Drs. Ross
Miller and Aubrey Moore are
collaborating with University

vanishing.

of Washington ecologists to
study the indirect effects of
one of the world's worst
invasive species, the brown
tree  snake, on island
ecosystems. "The biodiversity
loss on Guam due to the
brown tree snake is unparalleled and the indirect effects
have never been measured," said Ross Miller.

This research, funded by a National Science Foundation
grant written by Haldre Rogers, a former Guam DAWR
employee currently pursuing a doctorate in ecology at UW,
examines the ecological effects of the loss of native birds
on plant and insect communities on Guam. Due to the
unfortunate circumstance of losing much of its native bird
population to the brown tree snake, Guam is an ideal
laboratory to increase the scientific understanding of how
birds contribute to the health of plant communities
through seed dispersal and insect control. "Studies on
avian seed dispersal and avian control of insect herbivores
have focused primarily on single species bird-plant pairs.
By examining a system where virtually all bird dispersers
and bird insectivores have been lost, we can provide
critical insights into the importance of birds for forest
community structure,” said Rogers.

The brown tree snake has not invaded the neighboring
islands of Rota, Tinian or Saipan and their bird populations
are still relatively intact.

Field experiments are being conducted on all four islands
and comparisons made between the forests on Guam and
forests on the islands where birds continue to thrive.

These studies will inform
conservation and
management efforts on
Guam and permit
generalization of the
results to ecosystems
experiencing bird loss.
Rogers said, "The
magnitude of difference
between seed dispersal
on Guam and Saipan is
alarming because of its
implications for Guam's
forests, and for forests
worldwide experiencing
a decline or complete loss of birds."

The UOG role in this project includes the growing and
monitoring of local plants for field studies as well as
the identification of insects. For help in identifying
insects researchers are utilizing an optical sensor and
digital signal analysis system invented by Aubrey
Moore.

The research activities for this three-year grant will
culminate in the creation and delivery an advanced
graduate level ecology class at UOG. The course will
involve students from both UW and UOG and be
taught primarily by Ross Miller and Josh Tewksbury of
UW. Haldre Rogers and other UOG and UW
professors will also participate. "This should be a
great class for ecologists from the US and Micronesia,
and will emphasize island issues such as invasive
species, development impacts and the structure and
function of insular ecosystems. This is a wonderful
opportunity for UOG students and researchers to
study the impact of the brown tree snake on insular
environments, and to collaborate with University of
Washington scientists who are at the forefront of
their fields," said Dr. Ross Miller.
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