Jungle Jane swings to the tree tops Down Under

· Ecological Society of Australia plenary speaker shares her canopy secrets

EMBARGOED until 2pm Tuesday 2 December 2008

The pioneer of research into the forests tree tops, Professor Meg Lowman, returns to Sydney to report on her 30 years of canopy research since being inspired by Australian rainforests whilst doing a PhD at the University of Sydney.

Swinging from the Australian rainforest tree tops in Queensland and NSW using a single rope and a harness, Professor Lowman from the New College of Florida paved the way for long term ecological research into forest canopies 

She will present the many achievements of canopy ecology research since that time in a plenary lecture at the Ecological Society of Australia’s annual conference being held at the University of Sydney today.

“When I was doing my PhD in the late 1970s, I needed a way to get up into the canopy to study the insect plant interactions happening up there,” she says. “I worked with University of Sydney Speological [caving] Society to sew a harness using seat belt webbing and then climbed into my first coachwood tree along Lady Carrington Drive.

“I was scared out of my wits,” says Professor Lowman “But I didn’t do it for sport. I am passionate about finding out about rainforests.”

That simple technology opened up what tree ecologists call the ‘eighth continent’ to researchers across the world. Professor Lowman subsequently worked with south east Queensland eco-lodge developer, Peter O’Reilly, to design the world’s first canopy walkway in Lamington National Park. 

Since her rope days, Professor Lowman has explored the tops of rainforests in hot air balloons, inflatable rafts, with ladders, on big cranes and in hot air balloons. 

“Canopy ecology exploded globally after we found such extraordinary insect life in the tree tops,” she says. “This sort of research is important for understanding biodiversity and carbon storage or sequestration, important with climate change.”

Professor Lowman, affectionately known as ‘Canopy Meg’ by her students, is passionate about Australia and the important role this country plays in canopy research. She believes Australia can be proud of its ‘firsts’ in canopy research:

1. Collecting long term rainforest canopy data – 20 years plus

2. Understanding tree development from seedlings to saplings to tall trees

3. Collecting long term data at a continent-wide scale on dieback disease affecting eucalypts

4. Educating graziers about forest dieback so they could provide economic and ecological solutions on their farms

5. Launching ecotourism as an economic incentive for rainforest conservation

Professor Lowman works globally on rainforest conservation and is passionate about inspiring the next generation of ecologists. Her mantra is “no child left indoors”. 

Her two books document her wealth of education and ecological knowledge. Her latest book, ‘It’s a Jungle up There’ [Yale University Press], is co-authored with her two sons who were her loyal field research assistants. 

Professor Meg Lowman will be speaking on Tuesday afternoon, December 2 at 2pm. To arrange an interview contact Jenni Metcalfe on 0408 551 866, jenni@econnect.com.au 
For further information about Professor Lowman’s research see www.canopymeg.com or contact Jenni Metcalfe
Media are invited to attend the 2008 Ecological Society of Australia conference at the Camperdown-Darlington campus of University of Sydney in the Eastern Avenue Complex, December 1-5 (see: http://www.ecolsoc.org.au/conference/esa08/). 

For complimentary media registration and assistance contact Jenni Metcalfe.  

