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the jungles of Panama. I pause, gently
spinning in my harness in the cloying heat,
and look down. At once my left foot, held in a
blue nylon sling, begins to jiggle involuntarily
and both legs are soon hard at it. Just relax, [
murmur to myself. Disco-legs, I've been warned,
are a common enough sensation among inexperi-
enced tree-climbers.
Craning his neck on the ground far below is

I Ialfway up a single 35-metre fixed rope in

Andrew Mitchell, the chief executive and founder |

of the Global Canopy Programme (GCP), an

Oxford-based conservation body and a prime- | §

mover in this project in Panama. Tanned and a
little sunburnt from the morning’s boat trip
along the Panama Canal, Mitchell, 51, is a pio-
neering researcher in high-canopy exploration.
‘When he first emerged on to the roof of the for-
est more than two decades ago, the canopy — the
highest level of branches and foliage in a forest,
formed by the crowns of the trees — was an
almost completely unknown world. It’s obvious
why — it is fiendishly difficult getting up here.
Although ropes remain a versatile and inex-
pensive option, canopy scientists have had to
develop a range of new methods for exploring tall
trees: towers, aerial walkways, one-man balloons

and even airships are now an option. But it is |
giant construction cranes, an innovation that |

revolutionised canopy exploration, that are the

favoured mode. Helicoptered into the forest in | 3

pieces, they are then erected on a permanent base
from where scientists can be taken aloft in the
crane’s basket in complete safety.

Panama was chosen as this project’s location,
primarily because there is a permanent canopy
crane here but also because the Smithsonian
Tropical Research Institute (STRI) — another key
partner in the project — has a presence here.
Using cranes was first thought of by the

Researchers scuttle about,
Gollum-like, collecting samples
from traps set in the foliage

at the edge of the net

American scientist Dr Alan Smith. Sitting in a
car park in Florida in 1990, he saw a crane work-
ing on the skyline and on his next trip to Panama
rented one and erected it in the jungle.

‘Sir Francis Drake was probably the first
Englishman in the canopy in Panama,” Mitchell
says with a laugh. ‘Around 450 years ago, he was
dragged up a “goodly and high tree by an
Indian™, from where he could see two oceans. He
vowed to be the first Englishman to sail the

Pacific, and did so in the Golden Hind. where he
attacked the Spanish.’

Discoveries that Mitchell and a handful of
others made 20 years ago revealed how little we
knew about life on earth. Now the number of
species on the planet, once thought to be about
a million, is as many as 50 million. But trying to
fathom how much of it is in the canopy rather
than the soil of tropical rainforests is now the
compelling question for the 30 multi-disciplined

Blowing in the wind

entomologists from 15 countries assembled at the
project’s base camp — STRI's permanent station
on Barro Colorado Island. Once the scientists |
have finished their research they will be better
placed to gauge how the forest interacts with the
atmosphere and if climate change is, as most sus-
pect, causing biodiversity loss.

From the canopy raft, directly above me,
39-year-old Thierry Aubert glances down, look-
ing mildly bored. For six weeks, in 98 per cent

High in the treetops of Panama, sclentists are hoping to find the answer to our rapidly
changing climate and disappearing species, using cranes, helium balloons and rubber rafts.
Jonny Beardsall joined them in the canopy. Photographs by Laurent Pyot

Left the giant canopy raft is placed by helicopter in the tops of the trees. Top an
entomologist, Hector Barrios, collects insects from the raft edges. Above Thierry Aubert,
a professional climber, installs light traps to collect insects around the raft
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| Above Andrew Mitchell, founder of the Global Canopy

humidity, he and two other professional climbers |
have been working in the crowns of these trees.
exploring in close-up one of the world’s richest,
most threatened and least known habitats. This is
where more than 90 per cent of living material in
a forest exists.

Climbing a fixed rope is, in fact, as simple as it
is exhausting. At the base of the tree, I strapped
on a sit-harness, which fits tight around the waist
and thighs, and another around the chest. which
connects to two metal ascenders fixed to the rope.
These devices — one attached to your upper body
and another to a foot sling — act like ratchets. Five
minutes later, I wriggle through the raft’s entry
hole into the relative safety of the giant. pretzel-
shaped ring of inflated rubber tubing that is
anchored on top of the canopy trees with ropes.
Underneath the tubing, a net, which trampolines
alarmingly and sways in the breeze, forms a high-

| level observatory, from where researchers scuttle

about. Gollum-like, collecting samples from traps
set in the foliage at the edges of the net.
‘A branch recently gave way so it has not been

| safe to work up here,’ says Aubert, gesturing to

where a section of the raft slopes steeply and fin-

| ishes, dangling 35 metres from the ground. He

makes a cursory inspection of the anchor points,
which attach the raft to seyeral branches.

Programme. Right Hector Barrios performs a night-tiime
collection of trapped insects, using a helium balloon

It is getting late and we are beginning to lose the
light. Above the hum of countless insects, I can |
hear the cicadas start up as | abseil back down to
Jjoin Andrew Mitchell on the jungle floor. ‘The
rainforest,” he says, ‘feels like my second home.
And in a faded, short-sleeve khaki shirt, cargo
pants and trainers, he moves through it like a
local: light on his feet, following the slippery
unmarked paths. barely pausing to flick from his
arm an unfeasibly large ant with lethal-looking
pincers. He halts unexpectedly to explain a partic-
ular tree or to point excitedly at a monkey — a
Geoffroy’s tamarin — moving in the foliage above
us. or to listen to the unmistakable whoops of |
howler monkeys. Then he suddenly drops to one
knee to show me a procession of leaf-cutting ants
each carrying a tiny piece of leaf, which they will










