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Cedar Creek Revisited

*Technological advances resulting from
research and development or applied research
are dependent on a well filled ‘storehouse of
knowledge’ made readily available through
scholarly publications. We depend on basic

" research to keep the ‘storehouse’ filled.

“Supporting basic research involves
investment of confidence and money in the
researcher, an investment in brains and
experience. Stated another way, supporting
basic research requires a willingness to take
the calculated risks so clearly indicated in
Northwest Area Foundation’s support of some
of the early research at Cedar Creek Natural
History Area. An interesting example of such
risk taking is the early research which led to
the current widespread use of radio-tracking of
wild animals. The rewards of such risk taking
become clear over the years as research
findings are applied to protecting and
improving human life and our environment.”

A. A. Heckman, former Executive Director and
President, Northwest Area Foundation.

Northwest Area Foundation'is one of several
grant-making bodies which have supported
fundamental research projects at the Cedar
Creek Natural History Area. The reserve,
located 30 miles north of the Twin Cities, is a
unique 5,700 acre outdoor research laboratory
administered by the Minnesota Academy of
Science and the University of Minnesota.
Significant scientific findings made in the
reserve have established it as a field laboratory
of international renown.

Periodically, the Foundation likes to look at
programs which it has underwritten in the
past to see what has become of them. This
article will briefly review the two major
Foundation-supported projects at Cedar
Creek. Both have contributed considerable
data to the “storehouse of knowledge* and
have had an impact on scientific research
worldwide.

STUDY OF THE MOTILE RESPONSES OF
ANIMALS TO RADIATION FIELDS AND TO
OTHER PHYSICAL AND BIOLOGICAL
FACTORS IN THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
(1959-1965)

This project, which resulted in the first
“successful” program to track the movement
of wildlife with radio transmitters,
revolutionized the study of animal behavior. It
also is a prime example of what a foundation
ought to do — use its limited financial
resources as seed money to enable projects,
which are oftentimes risky, to develop into
successful, ongoing programs.

In 1957 the Soviets launched a dog into
space and monitored its behavior with radio
transmitters. Impressed with the Soviet
mission, Dr. Dwain W. Warner, a University of
Minnesota zoologist, began to think in terms
of monitoring animals in their natural
environment. At the time, biology lagged
behind the other sciences in the ability to
gather reliable statistical data. Biologists could
only tag or band an animal or bird and note
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the starting and ending points of their travels.
What happened in between? What
environmental factors influence animal
mobility? Interested University field biologists
met with faculty members from the
Departments of Mechanical Engineering, -
Biophysics, Physics and Electrical Engineering
to discuss the possibility of developing a
system which could provide the answers to
these important questions. ’

In 1958 project coordinators Dr. Warner and
john Tester, a Ph.D. student and Assistant
Scientist at The Bell Museum of Natural
History, approached the National Science
Foundation (NSF) for support. The NSF
responded negatively — the project was “too
wild”, it claimed, and offered little assurance
of producing results for publication within the
near future. Discouraged but still determined,
Warner and Tester approached A. A. -
Heckman, then Executive Director of the
Foundation. Heckman, impressed with the
idea and the interdisciplinary nature of the
project, encouraged the University to submit a
grant application. In 1959 the Foundation
awarded the University a $40,000 grant to
begin the project; this was the first of two
grants.

Dr. Warner described the situation at the
time in these words: “’Skeptics were
everywhere. But we were excited about the
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concept and refused to believe that it couldn't
be done. Fortunately, the Foundation was
willing to take a chance.”

While earlier attempts had proven that
radio-tracking was possible in theory,
scientists and engineers had yet to perfect the
techniques and instrumentation needed to
obtain reliable data. At Cedar Creek, failures
far outnumbered successes during the initial
years. Technical problems were common;
transmitters were often unreliable. Larry
Kuechle, a University of Minnesota engineer
who designs transmitters, estimates that the
early transmitters were only ten to thirty
percent reliable. Engineers were confronled
not only with the problemof designing
functional transmitters, but transmitters which
did not interfere with the animal’s normal
behavior. Dr. Warner summarized the early
years, “’I's a wonder we obtained any data,
but we were happy with what little we did
get.” . .

In the early 1960s as University engineers,
under the direction of William Cochran,
perfected the instrumentation, field biologists
monitored the movements of snowshoe hares
and other small animals. One of the
difficulties with the system was that it required
field monitoring of individual animals.
Biologists began to ask, “Is it possible to track
several animals around-the-clock?”” Cochran

Yo

No permission is needed to reproduce all or

part of this newsletter

Nepalese assistant Prem Badhur Rai attach a Cedar Creek collar on a tigerin Nepal. The
Tiger Ecology Project (1975-81), funded by the World Wildlife Fund and the Smithsonian
Institution, sought to provide scientific data with which wildlife biologists can devise
management plans to preserve the magnificent jungle carnivore.
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