
Report on travel to Ecuador during May 11-25, 2011 by Prof. Scott R. Shaw 

Two UW faculty members (Scott Shaw and Greg Brown), thirteen UW 

undergraduate students, three graduate students, and one post-doctoral researcher studied 

for two weeks in mid-May 2011 at the Yanayacu Biological Research Station on the 

eastern slopes of the Ecuadorian Andes.  Yanayacu Station is at 7,100 feet elevation and 

encompasses nearly 5,000 acres of primary cloud forest situated at one of the world’s 

most biologically diverse sites.  Shaw and Brown’s travel on this expedition was funded 

partly by a 2010 Global Perspectives Grant and partly by a UW International Programs 

Faculty Travel Grants.  The Global Perspectives Grant is also partly funding Shaw’s 

participation in the upcoming May 2012 Ecuador expedition.  Other funding for students 

on the May 2011 expedition was provided by the UW Honors Program, UW 

Environment and Natural Resources Program, Wyoming NASA Space Consortium, UW 

International Programs, and the National Science Foundation.    

Led by entomology Professor Scott Shaw, the 2011 research and teaching 

expedition to Ecuador continued his National Science Foundation funded study of 

tropical plants, plant-feeding caterpillars and their interactions with parasitic wasps that 

kill the caterpillars (the CAPEA project: Caterpillars and Parasitoids of the Eastern 

Andes).  CAPEA is an ongoing, long-term biodiversity research project dedicated to the 

inventory of caterpillars, and discovery of information about their life history, food plants 

and their associated parasitoids (mostly wasps and flies).  Our study site is the Yanayacu 

Biological Station (YBS), located at 2200 meters elevation in the Quijos Valley of Napo 

Province, in the Andes Mountains of northeastern Ecuador.  Yanayacu is situated just 



barely south of the equator in one of the world’s last remaining unexplored swathes of 

high-elevation cloud forest.  Situated at the edge of the Amazon basin, Yanayacu is one 

of the world’s “biodiversity hot-spots” for moth and butterfly species.  The CAPEA 

research project explores the ecological roles played by insects in tropical cloud forests 

and is working to discover previously unknown organisms (new wasp species).  The 

CAPEA research project is currently funded through 2013 by the US National Science 

Foundation’s Biodiversity Discovery and Analysis program.  During 2011, the NSF 

CAPEA grant supported the participation of one PhD graduate student, Miranda Bryant, 

and three undergraduate student researchers funded by an REU supplemental grant 

(Research Experience for Undergraduates).  During this expedition, Dr. Shaw continued 

field studies of a new wasp genus and species discovered by him on previous expeditions.  

The specimens and data sampled in May 2011 were essential to completing the research 

manuscript, cited below as Shaw (2012, in press). 

In the May 2011 group were Shaw, botany Professor Greg Brown, one post-

doctoral researcher (Nina Zitani), two entomology graduate students (Miranda Bryant 

and Megan Wilson), three undergraduate NSF-REU researchers, ten undergraduate UW 

honors students, and one visiting MS graduate student researcher, Helmuth Aguirre 

Fernandez, from Bogota, Colombia.  The trip proved to be valuable for student 

recruitment, as Helmuth has applied to the University of Wyoming to start his PhD 

studies next August, funded for two years by a study abroad scholarship from the 

Colombian Ministry of the Environment.  Ten UW students were enrolled in the Cloud 

Forest Ecology class (HP 4152) successfully taught by Shaw and Brown for the third 



time.  The UW Honors Program is very pleased with the results, and has generously 

offered to support the class, for the fourth time, during the summer of 2012.   

Shaw’ graduate student, Miranda Bryant, is conducting her PhD dissertation 

research at Yanayacu, which has so far resulted in the discovery of five new species in 

the beneficial wasp genus Aleiodes (parasites of forest caterpillars). Miranda’s work is 

focusing on discovering parasites of caterpillars feeding on Andean bamboo, a keystone 

plant species at Yanayacu.  Ms. Bryant was recently selected as the 2012 winner of the 

University of Wyoming's U.S. Graduate Student Award for Excellence in 

Internationalization by a U.S. graduate student. 

Shaw and Bryant were assisted with their forest research by a team of three 

outstanding UW undergraduate students (Selena Hammer, Judith Herreid, Jennifer Bell), 

funded by Shaw’s supplemental NSF REU grant, Research Experience for 

Undergraduates.  Ms. Bryant served as graduate mentor for the REU team as well as 

graduate teaching assistant and mentor for the honors Cloud Forest Ecology class. 

Another graduate student on the expedition was Megan Wilson, a new MS student 

co-advised by Shaw and Brown.  Megan will be earning a double major in Entomology 

and Botany, and she is studying the diversity of insects inhabiting the water tanks of 

epiphytic bromeliads at Yanayacu.  This was Ms. Wilson’s first research expedition to 

Ecuador, but she is returning for four weeks next May to continue her studies.  Drs. Shaw 

and Brown worked closely with Megan during the May 2011 expedition to develop her 

field research protocols for sampling bromeliads and bromeliad-associated insects.  



During May 2012 Megan will be the graduate student mentor for the next honors Cloud 

Forest Ecology class. 

The May 2011 Ecuador expedition was a success all around. Most importantly, all 

18 people made it there and back again safely.  Two graduate students generated data for 

thesis and dissertation research and the REU research team helped us gather research 

specimens, GPS data, and photographs for the research project.  Our export permit was 

approved, and we returned to UW with hundreds of preserved research-grade specimens, 

which we are continuing to study, including additional species of new insect species that 

we will be describing.  During our ten days at the research station the students collected 

hundreds of living caterpillars, which were photographed, bagged, and left with the 

resident staff at the station for rearing.  So the expedition’s field work continues to 

produce new data and specimens for the project, months after our visit.  Two of the REU 

students are continuing to work with Dr. Shaw in the UW Insect Museum on related 

research projects.  The Cloud Forest Ecology class (HP 4152) was successfully taught by 

Shaw and Brown, with Ms. Bryant assisting, and all the students had exceptional learning 

experiences in the forest.  We have received funding from the UW Honors Program to 

teach the class again next summer, and we are making plans to visit Ecuador again during 

the middle two weeks of May 2012.  The next expedition in May 2012 will include Dr. 

Shaw, two graduate students, four REU undergraduate researchers, one postdoctoral 

researcher, one collaborating faculty researcher from Casper College, eight honors Cloud 

Forest Ecology students, and two undergraduate researchers from Casper College. 
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