Report of visit by Anthony Ippolito Ph.D. Uruyén/Kavak area in the Kamarata Valley

This report is to document the goals accomplished by Anthony Ippolito and the local Pemón Indian guides and to suggest future directions.  For the original statement of objectives for this project, please refer to the original document attached.  From December 11th to December 21st, Anthony Ippolito visited the Kamarata Valley with the main objective of assisting in the development of nature interpretation skills of local guides of the Pemón Indians and to assist in leading a tourist group to Angel Falls from Uruyén camp.  All work was done in collaboration with the local community and local guides of the area. 

The Pemón guides in attendance:

Clemente

Alexander

Jose

Arcinio

Macaco

Rafael

Binders were delivered to the Pemón guides by Anthony Ippolito to record notes.  The Pemón guides were responsible for taking their own notes in the binders and in their own notebooks.  The binders will serve as local guidebooks and a reference for current and future guides.   The following was incorporated into the binders.

The Pemón had a very limited knowledge of basic biological principles and science, in general.  In order to explain and convey information about the natural world, one must first understand the fundamental biological, evolutionary and ecological principles that shaped species, the relationships amongst species and amniotic factors in the environment.  In this regard, the following was covered:

1) Fundamentals of scientific thought and the process of science

2) basic principles of evolutionary theory and its significance

3) mechanisms of evolution, particularly natural selection

4) basic Mendelian (transmission) genetics and laws of inheritance

5) plant life cycles

6) basic floral anatomy

7) basic plant anatomy

8) fundamental groups of plants and their characteristics, specifically:

a. monocotyledon plants

b. dicotyledon plants

In regards to geological and geographic natural phenomena in the area, the following was covered:

1) fundamentals of geological processes and geologic timescale

2) the geological history of the area, in particular, the formation of the tepuis

3)  formation of the various canyons and caves of the area

4) the ecosystems of the area including the grasslands and palm savannas of the Gran Sabana, the broad leaved evergreen forests, riparian and gallery forests, and the high elevation vegetation atop the tepuis.

In regards to common, economically important, and unique plant species.   

1) about 20 plant families were identified based on their flowers and vegetative traits

2) some of the more common and dominant species were identified to Genus and species level

3) economically important species (cassava, sweet potato, Moriche palm) were identified and their plant families

4) the relationships of more common plant species and plants families were covered

a. common names of plants families were covered to give each species a more general context and relationship to other plant species

b. natural history of the plant families identified was covered

For the biological phenomena above, natural history stories were developed and practiced with the Pemón guides. Guides were encouraged to identify plant families on their own and explain the characteristics that define each family.

In regards to cultural novelty and uniqueness of the Pemón; the Pemón are quite and gentle people, however, their culture is rich in lore, traditional and ritual.  

1) Stories and traditions were identified to serve as hubs in which tours could be built around.   A few example:

a. A traditional ceremony to welcome hunters back into the community after days in the field is now used to welcome guests into the community

b. Each guest is given a Pemón name to welcome them into the community

In regards to developing interpretive skills; to guide effectively, a guide must not only be proficient in biological, geological or cultural phenomena but to also integrate activities to make the guests feel comfortable and to encourage participation.  Part of client comfort is through keeping clients informed of what to expect but to also remind them that the only place in the world they can have this unique experience is where they are standing.  

Clients are more likely to participate when they feel like they are part of something special and are being allowed to experience the unique culture of the area.  The Pemón guides were taught that they are the portals for clients to understand their culture and how there culture is tied with the biological and geological phenomena of the area.  Clients will live vicariously through the personal and traditional stories that the Pemon share with the clients.  Once the Pemón realized the function that they must serve to deliver a complete experience, they were happy to comply and they were excited to share their culture, personal stories, and traditions with clients.


Future directions

Although basics in various areas were covered, Professor Ippolito’s stay was short.  That area of the world is extremely rich and unique biologically, geologically and culturally.  Although a foundation of interpretive skills was established, the surface was only scratched on how to convey and interpret the plethora of information in the above fields.   

The following is a list of suggestions:

Culturally
The Pemón have a rich culture but do not have confidence that their culture is interesting.  Hence, the Pemón are not confident in which stories or traditions to share and what is appropriate to share with clients.  Once they have received positive feedback and encouraged which stories to share, the Pemón are empowered and are confident and proud to share their culture.  More of the culture needs to be identified and the Pemón need to be encouraged to share the heritage with clients. 

Biologically

The tepui region is one of the most biologically rich of the world and has one of the highest rates of endemic species.  As in most tropical regions, the growing season is year round, however, flowering tends to be seasonal.  In the short visit by Professor Ippolito, over 20 plants were identified, mostly on floral characteristics.  Flowers are one of the most diagnostic characteristics used to identify plant families and species.  However, the majority of species were not in flower during this season nor will the majority of plants be in flowers during any time of the year.  Repeated visits are necessary to identify, at least, the most common plant families within each flowering season.  

Interpretive skills

Although during Professor Ippolito’s short trip there was a noticeable improvement in confidence and the volition to share culture and talk about the natural phenomena, the Pemón are still hesitant and lack the air of confidence and knowing about their surroundings.  The Pemón still need to understand that as guides, they are in charge, they need to take control, and that they are the resident experts in all fields of the region.  By building a wider base of knowledge of ecological and other natural phenomena, the Pemón will be empowered and an air of confidence and control will result.  

