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China Workshop Extends International Partnership
Twelve faculty and research scientists and three graduate 

students from the department of oceanography in the 
College of Geosciences participated in a three-day work-
shop on Climate Change and Coastal Oceans at the Ocean 
University of China in Qingdao, October 26-28, 2008. 

The workshop was part of an ongoing initia-
tive between the College of Geosciences and Ocean 
University that includes offering a joint doctoral degree 
in oceanography between the two institutions. Six 
Ocean University students supported by the Chinese 
Scholarship Fund arrived at Texas A&M in August to 
work on their doctorates here. 

The College of Geosciences is committed to offer-
ing study abroad opportunities in China to help its 
students understand the global context in which they 
will work. Currently, students in the College come from 
more than 30 different countries and 37% of its gradu-
ate students are international.

The Climate Change and Coastal Oceans workshop 
being held in Qingdao will focus on the far-reaching 

challenges society faces due to the realities of climate 
change. Experts in the areas of Coastal Ocean Processes, 
Biogeochemistry of Large River Dominated Margins, 
and Climate Change Prediction will meet to formulate 
a research strategy to assess how climate change has 
impacted the coastal ocean and predict the coastal 
ocean response to future change scenarios.

At the end of the workshop in Qingdao, par-
ticipants hoped to have formed focused research 
groups based on expertise and research interests, 
identified viable study topics with testable hypoth-
eses for each group, developed detailed outlines for 
research proposals, and agreed on action plans for 
the completion of each proposal, including writing 
assignments and deadlines. 

Key to this overall initiative is the development of 
proposals to support international educational experi-
ences for graduate students such as applying for funds 
from the National Science Foundation’s “Developing 
Global Scientists and Engineers” grant program.

Colors in 
Flight
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Dr. Donald Brightsmith, lecturer at Texas A&M 
University’s Schubot Exotic Bird Health Center, asks 

“What makes you wake up in the night for ice cream?”  
It is an unusual question to come up in the middle of 
a conversation on macaw biology and conservation, 
but Brightsmith is trying to explain why parrots in the 
Amazon rainforests of southeastern Peru eat clay. 

Every morning, along the banks of the upper 
Tambopata River, thousands of parrots flock to a 130-
foot tall dirt cliff for a breakfast of clay. Brightsmith 
in his writings describes how the “green of the parrots 
punctuated by the scarlet, blue and gold of the large 
macaws” transform the cliff into a rainbow of color as 
the birds gather to eat clay.

Brightsmith explains that two main theories have 
been put forth to explain this mysterious diet of clay. 
One is that parrots treat this clay like “a daily vitamin 
pill” to get minerals missing in their diets. The other is 
that the clay protects the birds by binding the toxins in 
their diet. Although Brightsmith’s study of soil samples 
from the clay lick is consistent with both theories, he 
hypothesizes that it is the soil’s high sodium concentra-
tion, and not its toxin-binding ability that is attracting 
the birds to the clay lick (just like a midnight snack of 
ice cream is driven by a craving to satisfy a sweet tooth 
and not to serve as a calcium supplement, although 
both are plausible reasons.)

Resolving this mystery is the focus of just one of 
the studies of the Tambopata Macaw Project, which 

Brightsmith directs. Other studies include fitting blue 
and yellow macaws with satellite collars to study their 
home range and using video cameras inside scarlet 
macaw nests to study chick growth and adult-chick 
interactions. 

The project is headquartered in the Tambopata 
Research Center in southeastern Peru. Its main sponsors 
are Earthwatch Institute, an international organization 
that provides volunteers for scientific field research; 
and Rainforest Expeditions, an ecotourism company.

The goal of the project is to study the “basic ecology 
and natural history of large macaws” and use this infor-
mation for their conservation. 

Most of the 15 species of macaws in the wild are 
endangered. They are mainly threatened by habitat 
loss, hunting (for food or feathers for traditional head 
dresses), and the pet trade. According to the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), 
only macaws bred in captivity may be sold as pets. However, 
these birds present the enticing equation “Rarity + Beauty 
= $$$$” and continue to be illegally trafficked.

Magazine articles, lectures, and a continuing 
education course “Parrots of the Amazon Rainforest” 
are some approaches Brightsmith uses to educate the 
public, both at home and abroad, about parrot biology 
and conservation. He hopes that by teaching people 
“to share the forest with macaws without harming 
them, the new generation of chicks will have a safe 
place to live when they grow up.”


