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Background

“Islands in the Pacific are a frontier where many scientific hypotheses find
their most stringent test.” This is the leading thought of a study proposal
that I am still trying to find funds for. I believe that somehow it was
subconsciously embedded in my mind when back in my early childhood I
was reading adventure books about the beauty and diversity of the tropical
marine wildlife there. About seven years ago [ made a deliberate choice to
move from my home country of Bulgaria and establish an Odonata study
base for myself here in New Zealand.

Justification

“Why New Zealand?! They have only 16-17 dragonfly species there?”
was the spontaneous reaction of a British tourist who regularly visited
Bulgaria on dragonfly-watching tours. My home country is a very popular
European destination for wildlife explorers, so why leave behind 71
species, localities where you can easily spot up to 20-25 species within a
short 15-20 minute walk, or places where you will find yourself amongst a
storm of newly emerged individuals, and travelling to a distant country
with 17 species only (according to Rowe 1987)? On arriving here and
sampling throughout the North, South and Chatham islands, I realised that
this number is even smaller. One species has been recently synonymised
and a second synonymy is proposed (Amaya-Perilla et al. 2014; Marinov
et al. in press.). It is true that another species was recently added as new to
the country by Rowe et al. (2011), but this can hardly change the
frustration of the “dragonfly hunters” who want to tick many boxes with a
single visit.

I believe it was a good decision. The uniqueness of the local Odonata
fauna places New Zealand and the Pacific islands at the core of the
taxonomic, biogeographic and faunistic debates which date back to Darwin
(1859). Wallace (1869) worked within the Malay archipelago and
established his very famous Line. I am convinced that should he have
explored the region further east, he could have had a network of
crossroads!
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Here my main objective is making a reference collection of damselflies
and dragonflies (Insecta: Odonata) from the Pacific islands. 1 thought
finding funds for field trips would be my biggest challenge. Wrong!
Obstacles are far more diverse and complicated diverting me from time off
my main occupation, namely finding my study subjects in the field.

Field sampling

Here I am — walking beside a river in New Caledonia. My first collecting
in the tropics where I expected to revive my childhood memories. I am not
in the marine environment, but in freshwater. “Does not matter — tropical
sun will bring them close to me”. But it did not. Not that easy. While back
in Bulgaria I could easily write 10 to 15 species names for each locality,
here I can barely see five or six! Michalski (2013) describes a similar
story from his recent family trip to New Caledonia with Ailsa and Nick
Donnelly. Bright sunny day, perfect flying conditions for insects, but no
activity! However, on a rainy miserable day — great success! The problem
was that this pattern was never consistent and the success of field
observations differed frequently between consecutive visits at the same
spot. 1 am not talking just about species diversity, but number of
individuals. Not just New Caledonia, but other Pacific islands.

Michalski’s observations have puzzled me for a very long time. They
form one of six “oddities” in my study proposal, but in fact they are
regularities typical of the Pacific Odonata, which are a result of events
about which we know little. Such a lack of knowledge should potentially
spark a great interest and open endless possibilities for research.
Unfortunately for people judged to provide “pure” instead of “applied”
science, funding for such activities is limited. Yet how is it possible to
attempt to apply scientific knowledge, for example to conserve an
ecosystem, when we do not know its specific composition or how to
address the individual species’ requirements about which we know almost
nothing?! The conservation approach of “protect the biotope and assure
species’ survival” is not always so easily applicable. In my life time I have
seen protected areas left to their natural development in which a shift of
Odonata species communities occurred within two field seasons. A single
vegetation patch became thicker and that was enough for the flag species
in my study area to abandon the site and be replaced by a close relative
from the same genus. These were taxonomically well known European
species that had been the subject of several specialised ecological studies.
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With regard to Pacific Odonata we are far from the stage of ecological
studies because have not yet completed the taxonomic phase. Initially
therefore, it is logical to first establish the species present!

Initially I had thought that it would be simple to just make a collection.
That was my first thought, and which proved to be very naive. I found
myself in a completely unfamiliar situation because of several obstacles. In
most situations in Bulgaria you can stop by a roadside pool or stream and
do your collecting without asking anyone in particular for a special permit.
Collecting four or five specimens of most species is not going to have a
measurable adverse effect on the population because of the great number
of individuals already there. In the Pacific islands, however, stopping by a
suitable habitat and entering it without asking is almost always a
trespassing. Even when you do not see anyone around you must be aware
that you are on someone’s property — a tribal or individual family land.

The next question is: collecting, but how many? A collector must
retain enough individuals to establish a taxon, yet it is our moral obligation
to depart the study area leaving enough individuals to ensure the survival
of the species. I have seen sites so depauperate of Odonata that taking even
a single insect seemed like a crime. I do not have a proper answer to this
ethical question.

Battle with the papers — problems and solutions

Obtaining a collecting permit is the next step to overcome. This is
supposed to be the easiest one, but can be the most problematic or at least
the most controversial. I have heard advice at both extremes —from “just
go and sample”, to “don’t attempt to collect without a permit or you may
end up in jail”. This range of opinions comes from collectors who have
had difficulties of various kinds, and I have experienced some of them
during the little time I have spent in the Pacific. Paper work and the whole
application process often revolves around in a vicious circle with many
pitfalls. On one occasion I found myself sitting for eight hours on a chair
waiting for a sheet of paper that was supposed to be important for me to
have, but no one asked about it when I left the country. That was time that
I could have spent in the field collecting more data. On another occasion I
was asked to sign an agreement which was totally unacceptable for me and
because of that I decided to cancel a study planned for nearly a whole year.
There was a time when [ was instructed to discuss my research plans with
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local entomologists who never replied to my invitations for discussion, so
how could I have done it?!

“Shall I really bother revealing my study intentions to anyone?” I ask
myself this question each time that I start my next field trip and this
thought comes to my mind even as | write now. If locals just collect my
money (for one permit I did not get a receipt) and do not care about my
studies, what is the point of going through all those troubles?

I see myself as a visitor to those places. No matter if I like it or not if I
step on someone else’s land, then I have to comply with his/her rules.
Applications for a study permit are generally a prerequisite for any
scientific work in the Pacific and I must find a way to deal with it prior to
my departure to the study site. I am sure that there are people out there
who will benefit from the outcomes of my studies. It is for me to find
them and see how we can work together for the benefit of science. Just
like I (and anybody else) would not like to see a stranger messing with my
property, Pacific nations have the responsibility for conservation of their
natural resources. It is our obligations as scientists to help them to fulfill
their role — approaching the right people with the right questions at the
right time.

Tips to New Zealand Entomological Society members

We can help each other achieve wider understanding on the Pacific islands
entomofauna. I am sure that almost every one of us has found him/herself
in a similar situation or thought about issues associated with scientific
studies on the Pacific islands. New Zealand Entomological Society will
publish on its site links to all governmental bodies and the documentation
required for carrying out field collecting trips in the Pacific islands. 1
advise everyone who plans such trips to visit the site and familiarise
themselves with the paper work and procedures involved. Bear in mind
that requirements often change with time (I have filled two different forms
for the same region in consecutive years), so make sure that the most up to
date version is available. Always present yourself as a scientist associated
with a particular organisation. Steve Pawson, our President, is happy to
provide a supporting letter on behalf of the Society if any such is required.
Sam Brown, the internet site manager, has promised to update the
information as it becomes available. People are encouraged to visit the site
at: http://ento.org.nz/tools-and-resources-2/, check the on-line resources
and send Sam (Sam.Brown@lincolnuni.ac.nz) updates from their own
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experience. Do not hang up your entomological net because of difficulties
and bureaucracy! What seems to dampen our enthusiasm may unite us in a
wider common research for the ultimate good of the Pacific islands biota.
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