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Behavior and Ecology of Caribbean Termites and Coral Reef Fishes


Who Goes to the Caribbean to Study Termites?
By Clarity
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From June 26th to July 13th, I had the honor of participating on an Earthwatch expedition titled: “Behavior and Ecology of Caribbean Termites and Coral Reef Fishes,” free of charge thanks to the Student Challenge Awards Program (SCAP).

It sounded mad- studying termites in the land of sun and fun? (No wonder they give away these scholarships). Who thinks of insignificant invertebrates while they’re soaking in the rays? Ok- studying coral reef fish- that sounds more reasonable… you get to wallow in the ol’ beautiful blue while you do your research. But termites??!
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I judged before I arrived at the research sight, the Virgin Islands Environmental Resource Station (VIERS), where there are rather large and significant termite mounds in the trees. One cannot help but catch glimpses of these conspicuous nests built by small eusocial (truly social- they are divided into separate castes) Caribbean termites. I arrived on St. John hoping to be part of the Fish Team. I left a proud member of the Termite Team.

Our whole team consisted of eight intelligent gals with great senses of humor, and trekker’s attitudes. The four on the termite team worked together very smoothly and through division of labor, accomplished everything efficiently. Our pack traveled with our principal investigator, Dr. Claire Fuller all over St. John, checking in on termite nests that she had numbered and recorded with other SCAP teams. I enjoyed talking to her, and was fortunate she could communicate her research superbly. I felt I was part of something very special as she revealed pieces a complex puzzle involving the termites, their parasite, and how both species survive to reproduce. I liked that the Termite Team did all the best hikes on the island, saw everything there was to see (I like being touched by everything), snorkeled (when we had free time), and had the research experience of a lifetime. 
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The field research itself included taking measurements of the nests with huge calipers (this sometimes involved climbing the trees to reach the tops of the nests), banging a core through the nest’s hard walls to take samples of its inhabitants (and to check for reproductives), traipsing through heavy undergrowth to place wood chips ten meters from the nest (they will be retrieved to analyze fungi of the environment), and checking for parasitized workers. It was fun- sometimes exhausting, and if you had told me even a month ago I was going to be involved in that sort of research, I wouldn’t have been able to comprehend it in the least. I was laughing at myself while I was doing it, because I still couldn’t really believe it. 
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While doing labwork in the classroom, we had time to think about all the data we had gathered, and think up tests that would help us fill the gaps in our data (not to mention rest after a day of hard work out in the hot, hot sun).  In the lab, we ran tests that gave us insight into whether or not soldiers can inhibit fungal growth, whether the parasite affects the immunity of the infected individual, and aggression (or lack thereof) between St. John termites. 

In response to the question of who goes to the Caribbean to study termites, I can say with no regrets that I have and would gladly again. After a while- for me at least- the research went beyond the tiny creatures. (Which, I learned, were far from insignificant- they are vital decomposers). The research became simply science in it purest form; a mind game, with few facts, and plenty of room for hypothesizing. It was thrilling for me to use data, helpful hints from Dr. Fuller, my imagination, and common sense to try to figure out what the deal was with these critters. I felt like I was actually using my brain to grow in an area of science few know anything about. As a bonus, I was able to be in an amazing place, seeing incredible things. (see pics)

From our work on St. John, I got a taste of a live scientific experience- something no one can get from a mere biology book. I arrived with the idea that science was a formal ordeal, and that scientists had some sort of syndrome that made them precise nuts obsessed with their field. In truth, the scientists I grew to know and love were somewhat crazy about what they were doing, which is necessary if one is going to dedicate a lot of life to studying a specific detail in nature. But they were real people. They had to be extremely flexible, because though their experiments worked very nicely on paper, they often did not work in nature, which can pose all sorts of unexpected challenges. As to precision and accuracy- they are nice, and we always work to achieve them, though it is nearly impossible due to the multitudinous, unavoidable confounding variables of the field.

When I applied to participate in this program, I had no idea what to expect. Though a few upperclassmen at my school had gone on expeditions themselves (our school, the Zoo Magnet has a history of sending students), one cannot begin to grasp the feeling of being out in the wilds chasing knowledge until, they go do it themselves. I loved it. I now know that science is definitely something I would like to immerse myself in, in the years to come. 

Lunch at the petroglyphs while termiting.





View from Cinnamon Bay Trail of St. John coastline.





Me at Francis Bay, one place we collected termites.





Yawzi point: met on a termiting foray.








