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Introduction

The Nigerian Montane Forest Project has survived 2020 and emerged the stronger 
for it. Thankfully Covid-19 seems not to have impacted the health of the Mambilla 
community, although of course there have been repercussions. For the Project, the 
pandemic has largely prevented students and researchers visiting Ngel Nyaki, and the 
team on the ground have spent most of the year entirely on their own. Chester Zoo has 
had to end its long-term financial support and operating costs have gone up. However, 
we have developed new ways of working; thanks to email, WhatsApp and Facebook 
messenger more frequent communication between the field staff and researchers 
overseas has notably increased efficiency. Data management has improved and 
collaborations have strengthened.

As always the management team, under the direction of Dr Dalnladi Umar and led by 
Misa Zubairu with assistance from Usman Abubakar and Alfred Christopher has been 
terrific. Dr Danladi has visited the field station as often as was logistically feasible and 
Misa, Usman and Alfred have gone well beyond the call of duty to keep work going on 
as usual in the field. 

Emmanuel Elisha, our science coordinator has boosted moral by organising expeditions 
across the reserve to collect information on our unique natural history- see the 
biodiversity section of this report. Interactions via email and Zoom with Dr Martin 
Cheek and his Africa team from the Royal Botanical Gardens Kew have not only inspired 
our herbarium team but provided Kew with critical information on endangered species 
see our collaborations section. 

Dr Danladi Umar has been leading an initiative to develop a consultancy branch within 
the Project. So far this involves our staff being involved in one initiative led by the 
Governor of Taraba State, His Excellency Darius Ishaku, to create a forested area, a ‘green 
wall’, on the borders of Taraba, Plateau and Nassaeawa state, and another with Africa 
Nature Investors looking into the feasibility of a Shea butter businesses in the buffer 
zone of Gashaka-Gumti National Park. 

More good news is the graduation of two more PhD students since my last report, 
Murna Tela in February and Iveren Abiem in November 2020 (see page 14). 

We have two new additions to our Advisory Board and very much appreciate the efforts 
of Jonathan Millard (Lagos) and Hanaan Warwah (London) in developing fundraising 
initiatives. 

I have not been able to visit Nigeria since February 2020- a year ago. While 
disappointing, this has given me more time to concentrate on our significant backlog 
of data- reflected in our outputs this year. Moreover, Dr Ivern Abiem, in a mini ‘post-
doc’ has been working on collating and analysing old data sets for future publications. 
Iveren’s excellent data management skills should make data transfer between the 
project to the cloud much more efficient in the future. 

As always thanks to our incredibly supportive Board members and to our sponsors. We 
really couldn’t survive without you and I hope that in reading this report you will feel 
that your contributions are well worth it.

I end by acknowledging the huge contribution Chester Zoo has made to the project 
since its beginnings in 2005, most especially in supporting the science. We will miss our 
interactions with the Chester Zoo science team and wish Chester Zoo all the best and a 
speedy recovery from the repercussions of Covid.

Hazel Chapman 
Executive Director, Nigerian Montane Forest Project

Anastasios (Tasso) Paul Leventis - Patron 

Phil Hall (Chair) 

John Adeyemi Adeleke 

Danladi Umar 

Hazel Chapman 

Hanaan Marwah 

Jonathan Millard
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Mission Statement To promote national and international commitment to the 
conservation of Nigeria’s montane forests by inspiring 
excellence in research by postgraduate students and 
empowering local communities through employment and 
education. 

1. To combine scientific research with education at both 
tertiary and local community level in order to develop 
long term sustainable management of Nigeria’s 
montane forests. 

2. To facilitate the involvement of national and 
international researchers in Nigerian montane forest 
research.

3. To involve the community in the management of 
montane forest ecosystems.

4. To work with the community in other ways, such as 
developing small businesses and working with schools 
to develop conservation awareness.

Aims

Our values



5canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane

A.P. Leventis Ornithological Research Institute (APLORI), Jos, Nigeria

Federal University of Kashere, Gombe State, Nigeria

African Nature Investors, Nigeria

Gombe State University (GSU), Nigeria

Mayfield Community Ecology Laboratory, The University of Queensland, Australia

Nigerian Conservation Foundation (NCF), Nigeria

Nigerian Meteorological Institute (NIMET) Nigeria

Nigerian National Parks (NNP), Nigeria

Prof Pierre-Michel Forget, Natural History Museum, Paris, France

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, England

Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute-ForestGEO, USA

Taraba State University (TSU), Nigeria

University of Canterbury (UC), New Zealand

University of Exeter (United Kingdom)

Project Partners 
/ Collaborators

Academic Supervisors

Project Funders A.G. Leventis Foundation

A.P. (Tasso) Leventis

Retired General T.Y. Danjuma

Taraba State Government

University of Canterbury, NZ

Assoc Prof Hazel Chapman (UC) 

Dr Alexander Christianini (Federal University São Carlos, Brazil)

Prof Will Creswell (University of St Andrews, UK)

Prof Ian Dickie (UC)

Prof Pierre-Michel Forget (Natural History Museum, Paris, France) 

Dr Daniel Gerhard (UC) 

Dr David Kenfack (Smithsonian Institute, Washington D.C. USA)

Prof Mike Lawes (University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa)

Dr Shiiwua Manu (APLORI)

Dr Suleiman Mohammad (Gombe State University)

Our networks
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Active forest 
regeneration 

Our broad-based approach to forest 
restoration contributes to Nigeria’s 
biodiversity strategy.

During the rainy season of 2020, 5,680 seedlings of forest 
tree species were planted into 20,000 m2 of grassland within 
the reserve, adding to ten years of previous plantings to help 
regenerate Ngel Nyaki forest. In addition to this effort, 9,162 
seedlings have been raised in the plant nursery this year to 
transplant out in the 2021 rainy season. We now have two 
nurseries at Ngel Nyaki and collecting seeds and growing 
seedlings is a full time job for two field assistants.

Since we began actively planting in 2010 there have been several 
fires (particularly behind the field station) which have slowed 
our regeneration efforts. Overall though, Ngel Nyaki forest is 
expanding out into the fenced-off grassland so that given time 
and enough planting, the forest area will significantly increase. 
While there is come controversy surrounding the origin of the 
Mambilla grasslands, evidence from soil profiles and climate 
(Cheek et al 2000) suggest that the Cameroon highlands (of 
which Mambilla Plateau is part) once mostly covered in forest. 
Clearing probably began with the Bantu moving onto Mambilla 
from neighbouring Cameroon over 1,000 years ago, and would 
have been intensified by the Fulani cattle herders who arrived on 
Mambilla in the 1920’s. 

Cheek, M., et al. (2000). The Plants of Mount Oku and the Ijim Ridge, Cameroon: A 

Conservation Checklist., Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.

The Google Earth images illustrate the change associated with both active 
and passive regeneration between 2010 and 2018.

Make a difference  
and vote for us
We have been shortlisted for a 
European Outdoor Conservation (EOC) 
grant to help fund more planting. 

There is a public vote from  
26th March until the 9th April 2021. 

Vote for us here:  
www.eocaconservation.org

VOTE!

7
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Engaging our 
community 

The communities surrounding Ngel 
Nyaki are at the heart of our success. 
A core aim of the project is to engage 
with them to help manage the forest and 
raise conservation awareness.

The Mambilla Plateau is well known for its ethnic diversity, with 
local communities comprising Mambilla, Kaka, Fulani, Ndola, 
Kambu, Tigon, and Panso people and sometimes more. Because 
working alongside the community underpins all that we do 
at Ngel Nyaki, we have made sure that our staff reflect this 
diversity so that they can always communicate effectively. Such 
engagement is on-going and utterly essential. 

Engagement begins with education and our education includes 
traditional teaching as well as hands-on  community involvement 
in field-based conservation initiatives. Our staff and students 
regularly interact with school teachers and pupils, either in school 
or on our campus. We explain what we do, why we do it and why 
Ngel Nyaki forest, its animals and plants, are so important for their 
futures. Women, children and the local football club help us plant 
trees, collect seeds and remove weeds from the nursery. 

Education is two-way – we gain invaluable knowledge from the 
local community about our natural landscape. We learn local 
names of plants, why they are important, how the climate is 
changing, how wildlife has changed and much, much more. This is 
especially relevant to postgraduate students who regularly survey 
community members for social, conservation and ethno-botanical 
studies. 

Other community engagement includes collaboration in the 
development of sustainable businesses. For example, we 
run workshops on beekeeping, are developing a local honey 
cooperative and are trialling lemon grass as a crop. 

We also use our networks to promote health, during this time of 
Covid we have worked on promoting the Tippy Tap, a hands-free 
device for hand washing that is especially designed for rural areas, 
in the villages.

Community engagement has been a core part of the Project since its 
inception. Shown at top are the 2006 forest community board members. 
Below is Elisha talking with members of the Dujere community about 
conservation activities during 2020.

9
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ForestGeo 
success 

Ngel Nyaki is now internationally 
recognised through its data 
contribution to the Smithsonian 
ForestGeo network. But new funds are 
essential for our second census.

Tropical forests are important for many reasons, not least 
because they are the Earth’s largest store of terrestrial carbon. 
Afromontane forests (African forests above approximately 1500 
metres elevation) comprise only 8% of Africa’s forests, yet they 
make a disproportionately important contribution. We now 
know that despite their relatively small size, low species richness 
and low stature trees, Afromontane  forests are an important 
carbon store. In addition, they harbour a flora and fauna rich in 
Afromontane endemic taxa, they are home to insects and birds 
important for pollination and pest control of crop plants and 
they are sources of pure water. It is therefore extremely important 
that we understand how they are responding to global change. 
The data that we collect from our Ngel Nyaki plot will allow us 
to predict how Nigeria’s montane forests will fare in the future. 
This is what our 20.28 ha Ngel Nyaki plot is all about. In the first, 
2015 census, we measured every stem over 1 cm diameter at 
breast height (DBH), named the species, estimated its height and 
mapped its position relative to other trees in the plot. This told 
us a lot about species diversity and standing biomass. However, 
it does not help on its own in allowing us to predict the forest’s 
future trajectory. To do this we need a follow-up census to record 
death rates, new recruits, growth rates and other parameters. 

That our work is important is evidenced by the high impact 
publications in international journals which are including Ngel 
Nyaki data. We have so far published five papers about species 
diversity, forest regeneration and seed dispersal based on plot 
data. Currently three more are under review, including in Nature 
and Nature Communications. Ngel Nyaki data is being added to 
global data sets and re-analysed in the US, China, and Europe to 
promote international understanding of global change effects on 
forests.

Ideally, ForestGeo plots are measured every five years. We are 
therefore already one year overdue for a census. A census costs 
money, and a main aim of 2021 therefore is to find the funds to 
cover the second census.

Above, setting up the ForestGeo plot during 2015.  
Below, overlooking the forest plot.

11
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Despite travel 
restrictions from 
Covid our 
collaborations have 
remained strong and 
in some cases even 
strengthened through 
the use of technology. 

Collaborations

Plant ID with 
Kew scientists
Thanks to the amazing drive and 
enthusiasm of Dr Martin Cheek from the 
Royal Botanical Gardens Kew, full use 
is now being made of our Ngel Nyaki 
herbarium specimens. Martin has been 
communicating on a regular basis with 
Elisha, to coordinate plant collections 
of relatively (sometimes completely) 
unknown taxa. For example, a new species 
of Deinbollia, D. onanae sp. nov (see 
outputs page 17) originally described from 
over the border in Cameroon also occurs 
at Ngel Nyaki. Thanks to recent additional 
field work by our team, as well as to two 
PhD thesis and two MSc theses by UC 
students based at Ngel Nyaki, the Project 
has made a significant contribution 
towards understanding the ecology of this 
new species. 

More than this, Elisha is now having 
zoom meetings with the Africa Team at 
Kew who are helping him hone his plant 
taxonomic skills and at the same time 
get correct identifications of tree species 
we are unsure of. Elisha creates a file of 
images of such species, making sure 
the images are of diagnostic characters. 
The Kew team are then able to make an 
accurate identification, or recognize when 
the species may be undescribed. 

“This is the first time ever we have had 
an African, in Africa, participating live in 
our “family sort” plant family and genera 
teaching exercises”. Martin Cheek

The Project is also collaborating with 
Martin and his team on ecological 
investigations of mass flowering in 
Acanthaceae, and designing experiments 
to more fully understand the pollination 
ecology of Deinbollia onanae sp. nov.

Dr Martin Cheek and the new to science Deinbollia onanae.
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University of 
Exeter lightening 
strike project
Checking the coils for burnt-out fuses 
began towards the end of the rains in 
October 2020. So far two coils have been 
found to have been affected by lightning. 
All plants within a A 20 m radius of 
each of these trees has been mapped, 
to identify to what extent a lightening 
strike damages trees other than the target 
individual. This mapping was done with 
help from the Smithsonian team who 
are most familiar with the vegetation in 
the 20.28 ha ForestGeo long term forest 
plot. By March 2021 replacement of any 
damaged coils will commence, ie at the 
start of the following rainy season. 

NIMET
In early February 2020 Dr Danladi 
Umar and myself met with the NIMET 
(Nigerian Meteorological Institute) team 
in Abuja. We were given an extremely 
warm welcome by the Director of applied 
meteorological services, Mailadi Yusuf 
who introduced us to several staff in 
a round-table discussion. Our main 
discussion was around collaborative 
research into climate matching with 
afforestation, specifically to help the 
Mambilla community. Outcomes have 
been delayed because of Covid but 
communications have since resumed; 
talks with Professor Balogun, an applied 
meteorologist from the Federal University 

of Akure are leading to the NMFP 
becoming part of The Trans-African Hydro-
Meteorological Observatory (TAHMO) 
network. 

“The idea behind this project is to develop 
a dense network of hydro-meteorological 
monitoring stations in sub-Saharan 
Africa – one every 30 km. This entails the 
installation of 20,000 stations across the 
continent. By applying innovative sensor 
technology and ICT, TAHMO stations are 
both inexpensive and robust.” tahmo.org

Prof Ahmed Balogun from the Federal University
of Akure

Dr Tim Hill and Silveo Stiivanello setting up the lightning strike project in 2017.
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Celebrating our students

PhD Successes 

Murna Tela 
The Value of Forest Fragment in 
Maintaining Ecosystem for Food Security 
in Sub-Saharan Africa

Murna Tela very successfully sat her 
PhD oral exam on Friday 28th February. 
Her examiners were Professor Hugh 
Possinhgam, Chief Scientist of The Nature 
Conservancy and Professor in Biological 
Sciences, University Queensland (Oral 
examiner) and Dr Mark Hulme, ex-
APLORI and a lecturer at the University 
of West Indies. Murna has two papers 
under revision from her thesis, one in 
Conservation and Society and the other 
in Journal of Agriculture, Ecosystems and 
Environment. 

Iveren Abiem 
The role of negative density dependence 
in shaping species distributions in Tropical 
Afromontane Forest.

Ivy passed her oral exam with flying 
colours on November 30th 2020. Her 
oral examiners were Associate Professor 
Bruce Burnes, University of Auckland 
and Associate Professor Robert Bagche, 
Department of Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology, University of Connecticut. Ivy 
has published two papers from her thesis 
so far, one in Diversity and one in Journal 
of Vegetation Science. She has another 
under review in Forest Ecology and 
Management. 

Ivy Abiem

Murna Tela , Prof Hugh Possingham and Hazel at the conclusion of Murna’s successful oral exam.
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PhD
Unfortunately, due to Covid, Gboyega 
Awoku was unable to begin his PhD thesis 
with the project in 2020. However during 
this time Gboyega worked with his New 
Zealand supervisors remotely to develop 
his project and is planning on arriving at 
Ngel Nyaki as we go to press. Gboyega 
is from the Federal University of Ilorin, 
where he lectures in wildlife management. 
Through his PhD, Gboyega will learn new 
skills in pollination biology and the role 
of different pollinator species in local crop 
pollination. His supervisors are Associate 
Professor Hazel Chapman (UC) and Dr 
Brad Howlett, Plant and Food Research, 
Lincoln, New Zealand.

MSc
Just before this report went to press, our 
first post-Covid student postgraduate 
student arrived, Istifanus Jesse from 
Gombe State University who is carrying 
out field work as part of his MSc thesis 
on: The study of snag, down course woods 
debris in an ecosystem”. Istafanus is being 
supervised by Dr. Suleiman Mohammad, 
an ex-IT student with the Project!

Industrial training 
(IT) students
This year the project was only able to host 
one IT student, Hyela Yaduma Clarkson 
from Abubakar Tafawa Balewa University, 
Bauchi. Hyela arrived just before the Covid 
lock-down and was able to stay at the 
field station throughout.

Istifanus JesseGboyega Awoku

Our new students

Hyela Yaduma Clarkson
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Students Field trips
At the beginning of the year, in 
January, 2020 the project hosted 300 
undergraduate students for three days- 
from the Department of Biological 
sciences, Federal University Kashere 
(FUK). The students combined practical 
experience in the field with lectures to 
develop skills and understanding in 
a range of areas including vegetation 
sampling, herbarium specimen collection, 
entomology and ornithology. 

Students and staff on field trip from the department of Biological Science, Federal University of 
Kashere, Gombe State

Three lecture from the department of Biological Science, Federal University of Kasheri, Gombe State 
L–R: Ogah Joshua Jeremiah, Elisha Emmanuel, Memi Gabriel Galadima and Umar Galadima.

Undergraduate field trips
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Outputs

ForestGeo papers
• Cheek, M., Onana, J. M., & Chapman, 

H. M. (2021). The montane trees of the 
Cameroon Highlands, West-Central 
Africa, with Deinbollia onanae sp. nov. 
(Sapindaceae), a new primate-dispersed, 
Endangered species. PeerJ, 9, e11036. 
doi:10.7717/peerj.11036

• Davies, S. J., Abiem, I., Abu Salim, 
K., Aguilar, S., Allen, D., Alonso, A., 
Muller-Landau, H. C. (2021). ForestGEO: 
Understanding forest diversity and 
dynamics through a global observatory 
network. Biological Conservation, 253. 
doi:10.1016/j.biocon.2020.108907

• Abiem, I., Dickie, I., Kenfack, D., & 
Chapman, H. (2021). Conspecific 
negative density dependence does 
not explain coexistence in a tropical 
Afromontane forest. Journal of 
Vegetation Science, 32(1). doi:10.1111/
jvs.12990

• Abiem, I., Arellano, G., Kenfack, D., & 
Chapman, H. (2020). Afromontane forest 

Nigerian Montane Forest Project, School of Biological Sciences  

University of Canterbury, Te Whare Wānanga o Waitaha, New Zealand 

Email: hazel.chapman@canterbury.ac.nz 

Project website: canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane 

Chapman Lab website: hazelchapman.com

SCIENCE

Ways to support usDue to the changed global environment this year the research station has lost some 
key sponsors. 

Without new support we will 
forced to close and Nigeria will 

lose this unique opportunity and 
the forest. 

However with your support we 
can continue and grow.

Ensure a sustainable futureWe have a business plan for the establishment of a bee 

keeping venture which will allow the research station 

to become self funding and provide small business 

opportunities for the local community. For this to succeed 

from forest-to-supermarket we need US$200,000.Kickstart a careerWe would greatly benefit from a permanent early career 

scientist position. They would oversee ongoing research, 

forest regeneration and aid in data analysis and 

knowledge dissemination. This position would require 

funding of US$14,000 per annum. 

Increase capacityWe host undergraduate students for their six month 

internship each year. With a donation of US$100,000 we 

will build a hostel for 40 students. Which will enable us to 

accept double the number of student applicants.

Platinum 
US$150,000 p.a. this anchor sponsor will allow the 

research station to continue to operate
Gold

US$50,000 p.a. for research station ongoing capital  

works, maintenance upgrades and equipment costsSilver  
US$20,000 p.a. for forest protection and restoration 

Bronze  
US$10,000 p.a. for staff development 

Sponsorship opportunities

Ngel NyakiN
IGERIAN  MONTA

N
E

F
O

R E S T  P R O J E C T

Our aims

We are committed to 

biodiversity conservation 

through working hand in hand 

with local communities.

We actively pursue FOUR 

primary objectives, all of 

which can be linked to the 

United Nation’s Sustainable 

Development Goals.

Enhance biodiversity and  

reduce climate change

• Forest conservation

• Forest regeneration

• Patrolling for poachers 

• Protecting threatened plants 

and animals 

• Building capacity for sustainable 

livelihoods 

Create employment and  

reduce poverty

• Non-gender based employer

• Supporting the establishment of 

small community businesses 

• Fostering peace by employing 

staff from farming and herding 

communities

Connect Nigerians to  

global conversations 

• Facilitating research and building 

collaborations

• Supporting Nigerian students to 

attend international professional 

development opportunities 

• Producing globally competitive 

work ready graduates 

Improve community education 

and reduce inequalities

• Built a community school

• Sourced funding for girls 

education initiative

• Supporting women to gain skills 

for employment

Undergraduate Industrial Training (IT) students undertaking their six month placement at the research station in 2017.

Our location 
Ngel Nyaki Forest Reserve on the Mambilla Plateau, Taraba State, is unique. It is part of Nigeria’s heritage, 

a biodiversity hot-spot with plants and animals found only in this region. 
It is rich in primates and home to a population of the rare Cameroon/Nigeria chimpanzee. Thanks to the research station, Ngel Nyaki has become a research base for Nigerian 

students and established researchers. 
The success of the Project feeds back 
into the community with benefits beyond salaries such as schools, health initiatives and small business 

opportunities.

Our history
The origins of the research station can be traced back to the 1970’s when Professor Hazel Chapman, Founder and Science Director, lived on the Mambilla Plateau where her father worked as a forest ecologist for the Nigerian Government. Accompanying her father on his expeditions into the remote forests of Taraba and Adamawa States led to the relationship she now has with 

this unique environment and its local 
people.

Hazel returned to Nigeria in 2002 with her team from the University of Canterbury, New Zealand, to find out what had happened to these very special forests. This visit, in collaboration with the village, led to the creation of the Project in 2004.Dr Danladi Umar, a senior academic in 
Gombe State University and a former 
PhD student of the Project, took on the Directorship in 2018. Hazel remains 

as the Science Director.

What people say about the project
“The Nigerian Montane Project in Ngel Nyaki forest on the Mambilla Plateau empowers young people, this gives joy.”  Amina Mohammed (Deputy Director General of the UN and former Minister of Environment, Nigeria)

“We are all impressed by the breadth, variety and output quality of the Project’s research and science… Good news, too, about the extent and effectiveness of your local initiatives and in particular the focus on education and health”. 
Tasso Leventis (Cambridge Conservation Initiative, UK)

Project students in ecology at the 2018 University of Canterbury PhD graduation ceremony.

Field staff heading into Ngel Nyaki Forest Reserve, home to the rare Nigerian-Cameroon Chimpanzee.

Click here to view our  2006–2019 annual reports on our website

Nigerian Montane Forest Project

Montane Forest Conservation Initiative Nigeria

2017

Annual Report

Publicity brochure developed with Hanaan Marwah, Jonathan Millard and Matt Walters to help promote the Project and attract funding.
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Embedded within the 

community for 16 years

LOCALLY 
LED & 
GLOBALLY CONNECTED

Full-time staff  

employed locally

Supervised postgraduate 

research students

Contributing to 

scientific knowledge

Restoring unique 

montane forest
Nigerian undergraduate 

IT students hosted

60+
INDUSTRIAL 
T R A I N I N G 

STUDENTS

2004
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Australia 
•  University of Queensland

New Zealand 
•  UC
•  Lincoln University

•  AgResearch

•  Landcare Research

•  Plant and Food Research

United Kingdom
•  University of Exeter

•  University of St Andrews

•  Oxford University

•  Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew

Brazil
•  University of Sao Carlos

France
•  Natural History Museum, Paris

South Africa
•  University Kwa Zulu Natal

United States of America

•  Smithsonian Institute, Washington

Uganda 
•  Kibale National Park

ESTABLISHED

SCIENTIFIC
PUBLICATIONS

30+

100+
10,000+

The research station is ideally situated on the edge of biodiverse Ngel Nyaki Forest Reserve.

Located in 
Taraba State   
on the Mambilla 

Plateau in 

eastern Nigeria

The research 
station  
is situated on the 

edge of Ngel Nyaki 

Forest Reserve

Taraba

Adamawa

Borno

Gombe

Bauchi

Plateau

Abuja

Kwara

Oyo

Ondo

Lagos

Lagos State
•  University of Lagos (UniLag) 

•  Nigerian Conservation Foundation 

(NCF)

Adamawa State
•  Modibbo Adama University of 

Technology, Yola. 

Gombe State
•  Gombe State University 

•  Federal University of Kashere

Bauchi State
•  Abubakar Tafawa Balewa 

University

Abuja
•  Nigerian Meteorological Institute 

(NIMET)

•  Nigeria National Parks (NNP)

Taraba State
•  Taraba State University 

•  Gashaka Gumti Biodiversity 

Project

Ondo State
•  The Federal University of 

Technology

Plateau State
•  University of Jos

•  A.P. Leventis Ornithological 

Research Institute (APLORI)

Oyo State 
•  Forest Research Institute, IBADAN 

Kwara State
• University of Ilorin

Borno State
•  University of Maiduguri

Nigerian linkages

Global linkages

UNIQUE 

NIGERIAN 

BIODIVERSITY 

RESEARCH 

STATION

with the Nigerian Montane Forest Project

Click here to take a 

virtual tour to the 

research station now.

Ngel Nyaki

N
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E

F O R E S T  P R O J E C
T

diversity and the role of grassland-forest 
transition in tree species distribution. 
Diversity, 12(1). doi:10.3390/d12010030

• Cuni-Sanchez et al (2021) High 
aboveground carbon stock of African 
tropical montane forests Nature (Under 
revision) 

• Chengjin Chu et al (2021) Arbuscular 
mycorrhizal trees influence the 
latitudinal beta-diversity gradient of 
tree communities in forests worldwide. 
Nature Communications Under 
Revision.

• Ostertag, R., et al (2021) Litter 
decomposition rates across tropical 
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Project news

Elijah Nicodemus 
We are very sad to have lost one of 
our most enthusiastic and loyal field 
assistants, Elijah Mafanne Nicodemus.

Elijah was always willing to do any work 
assigned to him and never complained. 
He always asked questions when he was 
unsure about a task and could always be 
depended on to do a good job.

Elija worked especially in the area of 
pollination ecology and ornithology. We 
all miss him greatly.

Ridwan Jaafar
Ridwan Jaafar, one of our very best IT 
students, recently sat his MSc exams as 
an Erasmus Mundus student for a Joint 
Masters Degree in Tropical Biodiversity 
and Ecosystems – TROPIMUNDO. 

TROPIMUNDO is an EC-funded degree 

which unites expert Higher Education 
Institutions, with a long-standing 
worldwide expertise in tropical rainforests 
and woodlands. 

We are looking forward to your graduation 
Ridwan and we wish you all the best. We 
are hoping that you may return to Ngel 
Nyaki for your PhD research!

Fire encroachment
An unexpected fire occurred on the 2nd 
December 2020 close to the security 
outpost (north-east of the field station) 
where the Project is carrying out an 
experiment. The fire was set by a 
neighbouring herdsman to regenerate 
grassland but crossed over into the 
fenced off regeneration area. The fire was 
controlled and extinguished after around 
5 hours after calling for help from Yelwa 
villagers.

Total area burn is around 80,000 
m2 (around 8 rugby pitches in size) 
which included several experimental 
regeneration plots and a photo point 
concrete marker. A total of 263 seedlings 
were burnt along with the 32 demarcating 
poles. 

Social media
Our social media presence continues to 
grow and help us promote the project and 
connect with supporters.

Facebook – 1,586 members

Twitter – 474 followers

YouTube – 10,508 video views

Elijah collecting data through the spotting scope.

Take a virtual tour to 
the research station via 
our website canterbury.
ac.nz/afromontane

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane/
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Biodiversity at Ngel Nyaki

Butterflies
In May 2020 Elisha Emmanuel led a team 
of field assistants on a three-day butterfly 
survey across the reserve. Habitats 
included grassland, woodland, forest and 
stream-sides. The team used sweep nets 
and bait (a mixture of rotten banana and 
palm wine) to collect the butterflies. A 
total of 59 species belonging to 7 families 
of Lepidoptera were trapped. Elisha and 
Helen Andrews identified the butterflies 
using the online African Butterfly 
Database and the Field Guide to the 
Butterflies of African by Williams (1969) 
and the Eyewitness Handbook Butterflies 
and Moths Carter (1992). Abubakar 
Rigim, a conservationist from the Federal 
University of Dutse, Jigawa State and 
Joseph Ibrahim Izang, an APLORI graduate 
working on butterflies, also helped.

The butterfly team: Bashiru Mohammed Usman, Helen Andrew, Abdullahi Buba, Joel Idi, Usman Abubakar, Thomas Patric, Peter Alexander and Elisha 
B. Emmanuel (with net).

Several of these butterflies add to our 
already comprehensive species list of 
Ngel Nyaki butterflies going back to the 
collections of Malcolm and Robert Warren 
in 2003 and specimens we have sent to  
Dutch entomologist Dieuwko Knoop for 
identification. Oscar Brattstrom from 
Cambridge University also contributed to 
what we know of Mambilla butterflies, 
see our website for a growing checklist of 
species.

Acraea orestia a rare species found 
by Robert Warren in 2006.
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These id’s are tentative, and we would appreciate any comments on 
them.

B1
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B2
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B3

B15

B4
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B5
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B62
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B9

B21
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B33

B39

B57

B42

B45

B60

B48

B51

B63

B54

B10

B22
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B11
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B12

B24

B30

B36
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Emerald Snake Hapsidophrys smaragdinus

Forest Cobra Naja melanoleuca Gabon Viper Bitis gabonica

Yellow-throated Bold Eye Tree Snake Thrasops flavigularis

Viper species - to be identified Species to be identified

Reptiles
Elisha and the team have been recording snake sightings to add to the reptile checklist, 
their observations and images are impressive. Many thanks to Abubakar Ringim from 
the Federal University of Dutse for his identifications.
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Bird survey 2020
Adapted from Elisha Barde Emmanuel’s 
report to APLORI

Birding on the highlands has never been 
as interesting as it is in 2020. Even with 
the outbreak of COVID-19, it remains 
remarkable.

The 2020 bird survey was mostly within 
and around Ngel Nyaki Forest Reserve 
with new records added to the species 
checklist. Other sites cut across the towns 
and villages far from the forest reserve 
and give a broader view and a long list of 
the birds sighted from January–December. 
A total of 404 bird sightings were recorded 
with six species new to Nigeria.

Fortnightly survey trips were undertaken 
on top of the daily observations recorded 
while working in and around the reserve. 
These gave us an opportunity to record 
a few rare moments. Some records were 
from calls heard mostly in the forest, 
others were recorded and later identified 
using the African Bird Sounds records and 
with the help of Dr Talatu and Prof. Ulf.

Despite the security challenges 
on Mambilla Plateau, this has not 
discouraged going out to bird watch. If 
going far from the reserve field assistants 

join who serve as interpreters to reach out 
to local communities in different dialects. 
These field assistants are also passionate 
bird watchers. On most trips we have 
encounters with locals to ask about our 
mission on seeing us with binoculars. 
The interesting part is after telling them 
what we do, the locals end up directing us 
to areas where we are likely to see more 
birds.

Some rare species were recorded, several 
are under question as it seems they are 
out of their known distribution range, 
these include the Togo Paradise Whyda 
and the Namiba Flycatcher.

During 2020, sightings have been 
submitted to the BirdMAP atlas using the 
BirdLasser app as a way of contributing 
our data to a global database.

Bird species recorded as new to Nigeria, 
as compared to the distribution range on 
Birds of West Africa Field Guide (2014), are 
the Red-chested Swallow, the Long-legged 
Pipit, Ussher’s Flycatcher, and the Western 
Black-headed Batis.

Most Spectacular Moments

My most adventurous moment was the 
experience of driving to a site only to 
arrive at a dead end for the truck. I had to 
hire a bike to continue only to get another 
dead end for motorcycle; proceeded on 
foot to a remote site close to a village 
called Zangon Mata, on the Mambilla 
Plateau.

The most spectacular experience was the 
rare moment sighting some lifers fly over 
me while in the forest reserve. There has 
never been a moment as good as a first 
time sighting. Some of the bird species 
sighted in flights are the European Bee-
eater, European Honey Buzzard, African 
Sacred Ibis, Ruppell’s Vulture

All the lifers recorded this year are the 
most interest sightings. Some raptors 
were caught in actions as they predate 
snakes and flying birds. It is a good 
experience to sight raptors in action 
catching their prey. Raptors like the Lanner 
Falcon were sighted catching a swift, 
Ayrer’s Hawk Eagle caught diving to catch 
a Red-chested Swallow. Other sightings 
were the White-throated Bee-eater preying 
on butterflies, Dark Chanting Goshawk 
on a swift marathon with Vieilot’s Black 
Weaver.

Usman Bashiru and Yakubu Vugeh during a bird survey trip around Ngel Nyaki.
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Challenges

Most challenging moment during my 
birding in 2020 is the inability to get 
photos of some new bird species to serve 
as evidence to those remarkable sightings 
as some sightings happened so swift.

Following the birds in order to get photos 
proved difficult, often impossible. Some of 
the sightings were one short view before 
they were gone again.

Recommendation

Ngel Nyaki Forest Reserve is indeed an 
Important Bird Area (IBA) which should 
be considered also for its richness in 
biodiversity.

I wish to recommend that APLORI 
establish a Constant Effort Site (CES) at 
Ngel Nyaki. This is to take advantage of 
my presence (as the science coordinator) 
at the field station. It could be collaborate 
with the Nigerian Montane Forest Project. 
APLORI could also help train NMFP staff 
of on banding birds for constant data 
collection.

Temminck’s Courser

Lanner Falcon

Greyish Eagle Owl

Bannerman’s Weaver

Denham’s Bustard

Ayre’s Hawk Eagle

African Wood Owl

White-throated Bee-eater
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Frogs

Thees frog observations add to collections 
made by herpatologist Dr David Blackburn 
and Dr Denise Arroyo. 

See our amphibian checklist here:  
www.canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane/
research/biodiversity

See also Dr Denise Arroyo’s PhD thesis 
Conserving amphibian diversity: A 
species inventory and gene flow studies 
in fragmented montane forest, Mambilla 
Plateau, Nigeria

https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/
handle/10092/10867

As this report goes to press we have just 
heard the good news that Nigeria National 
Parks has released collections made by 
David and Denese from Ngel Nyaki in 
2012 and held in Ibadan until now. The 
specimens have become part of the 
University of Ibadan collection and will be 
given as a gift to Dr Blackburn. Nigeria is 
keeping all of the chameleon specimens 
and tissues.

F1

F4

F2

F5

F3

F6

Dr Denise Arroyo

Dr David Blackburn

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane/research/biodiversity/
https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/afromontane/research/biodiversity/
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/handle/10092/10867
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/handle/10092/10867
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