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Parque Nacional Cusuco (PNC) is highly biodiverse with at least 42 species of terrestrial mammal
recorded since 2006. Of the 23 large mammals >2.5kg in body mass that occur in the Park, the most
notable are Baird’s tapir (Tapirus bairdii) which is currently classified as endangered with a declining
population status by the IUCN and the margay (Leopardus wiedii) which is a near threatened and
declining large cat. Ocelots, puma, jaguar, tayra, deer and peccaries are either known or suspected to be
in the area.
Large mammals are often a key cause of conservation concern in tropical forest ecosystems as they are
particularly impacted by hunting pressures and habitat destruction and degradation. Developing an
appreciation of trends in large mammal populations in a given area, and how population densities are
associated with particular habitat types, disturbance levels, levels of accessibility etc are key to
understanding whether conservation action is needed, and if so, where such conservation action should
be directed. However, sourcing fine-grained biological datasets on large mammal populations in tropical
ecosystems is often problematic. Despite their size, large mammals are often difficult to observe directly
in tropical forests due to their shy nature, frequent nocturnal activity cycles, and low population
densities. This means calculating precise estimates of population sizes of given large mammal species in
these ecosystems is often very difficult. The solution mammalogists often use to address this is through
the use of indirect surveys, such as patch occupancy analysis (which relies on sightings of field signs such
as tracks and droppings, rather than visual encounters). Patch occupancy surveys have been successfully
employed in Cusuco National Park for 13 years, and have indirectly demonstrated that many large
mammal species in the Park are in decline.
Students taking this option would join our long-term transect-based patch occupancy surveys, noting
the presence or absence of large mammal species in 50m ‘patches’ of each transect. This patch
occupancy data can then be correlated with information from our large-scale habitat datasets or
satellite imagery of deforestation patterns to ascertain the key determinants of large mammal
distribution patterns in Cusuco. Students can also complete their own small-scale habitat surveys for
each 50m patch, if examining more local scale influences on large mammal occupancy rates were
desirable.
Note – The large mammal survey work in Cusuco is physically demanding. Only students with relatively
good personal fitness who do not mine walking long, steep forest transects every day should consider
taking this option.
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