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echnical personnel are an
important humanresourceinany
institution, and especially so in
teaching and research institutions. The
success and productivity of teaching and
research institutions depends, to a large
extent, on the support that academics or
researchers get from the teghnical cadre.
Itis for thisteason that technicians should
be properly trained, skilled, well in-
formed, up to date and dedicated to their
profession.
This paper discusses the role of tech-

niciansin teaching and research institu-

tionsand the need for regular appropriate
and effective in-service training.

Science and Technology (S&T) are
powerful ferces that shape the social and
cconomic progress of any nation and
henee its development. A nation is clas-
sified as “developed” , “developing” o1
“underdeveloped” depending, 10 a large
extent, on its level of S&T. Rut, the fact
is that S&T needs some practitioners,
and “technicians™ play a crucial part in
supporting these practificners.

Teaching institutions cover materials
in different disciplines and at different
levels. These institutions include primary,
secondary and tertiary level ones like
universities, polytechnics (or technikons/
technical colleges). This paper will dis-
cuss the role .of technicians at universi-
ties, taking the University of Botswana
as a typical example.

A typical tertiary teaching institution
has a Faculty of Science where various
disciplines are covered. At the Univer-

sity of Botswana, the Paculty of Science
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has eight academic departments:

*  Biological Sciences
¢ Chemistry
o Computer Science

¢« Envirommental Sciences

= . Geology
¢« Mathematics
¢« Physics

*  Pre-Eniry Science (PESC)

Some of the other institu-
tions may have depart-
ments such as
Biochemistry, Pharmacy,
Astronomy, Oceanogra
phy as well as Faculties of
engineering and medicine
whichalsorequire services
of technicians

Each of the disciplines
mentioned above has as-
sociated laboratories
which are equipped with
modern instruments
whose operation, mainte-
nance and service need
skilled technicians. Some

typical instruments or
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equipment found in such laboratories are
summarised in table 1 ( see page 3).
Inaddition to these departments, there
is a Faculty of Science workshop and the
Okavango Research Centre (ORC). The
Faculty of Seience workshop has the func-
tion of repair, design and development of
continued on page 3
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" FEATURE

‘hydahs (Vidua) are a group
of small, beautifully orna-
mented African finches. Like
cuckoos and honeyguides, they are brood
parasites: they do not raise their own
young, but get a foster species to do the

work for them. As a result, they have no /
apparent need to maintain long-term pair

bonds between a mated pair. They are
promiscuous and may have 16 or more
copulation partners in a single breeding
season.

This promiscuity does not seem a
very admirable life-style in our HIV era,
although the combination of promiscu-
ity and brood parasitism has undeniably
meant that both sexes can breed very
rapidly. Indeed, like many promiscuous
species, whydahs probably do suffer from
sexually transmitted diseases. Diseases
may have even driven the evolution of
the fancy plumage and tail ornaments of
whydah males, in the sense that a glossy
and healthy-looking plumage may effec-
tively “advertise” disease-free status to
prospective mates. While this is certain-
Iy an esoteric subject, especially in the
contextof African needs and priorities, it
hasbeen an extremely active and produc-
tive field in northern universities be-
cause of thelightit sheds on the evolution
of behaviour and morphology. African
rirds, such as the long-tailed and Yack-
son's widows Cuplecies progne and F.
Jacksoni, the scarlet-tufted malachite sun
bird Nectannia johnstoni, and three of
the whydahs, have featured very promi-
nently in recent research on ornamental
plumage and sexual selection.

Brood parasitic birds such as why-
dahs are perplexing creatures in many
ways in evolutionary terms, their strate-
gy of “freeloading” has been very suc-
cessful. Many brood parasites, such as
some of the New World cowbirds (Jerer
inae), have combined a generalised brood
parasitism strategy (using a range of po-
tential host epecice) with a behavioral
flexibility that has allowed them to ex-
pand their range greatly. Brood parasites
and their hosts can also make intriguing
case studies in coevolution, as explored
by somerecentresearch projects on cuck-

008 in Africa and elsewhere.

SECRET LIVES
OF AFRICAN
WHYDAHS

Dr. Phoebe Barnard

There are between ten and fourteen
species in the genus Vidua, of three gen-
eral forms. These are the paradise why-
dah group, with long, broad tail
ornaments (sometimes called subgenus
Steganura); the whydahs withlong, sien-
der tail ornaments, such as the straw-
tailed whydah of Bast Afiica and the
shaft-tailed whydah of southern Africa
(subgenus Tetraenura or Vidua); and the
glossy black, short-tailed indigobirds
(subgenus Hypochera). Nearly 2il the
whydahs and indigobirds are host-spe-
cific, and the chicks of these host-specif-
ic species mimic the gape patterns,

behaviour and begging calls of the.young

]
waxbills, Adult males also mimic the
species-specific sexual song of the host.

Whydahs and their congeners, the
indigobirds, have provided countless in-
triguing puzzles for African ornithology.
"The systematics of this group of finches
has not been well understood- —at first,
males and females were thouaht to be
different species because of their strik-
ingly different plumages in the breeding
are all
similar in appearance and differ mainly

season. The indigobirds, whicl

in song and bill and leg colour, have
stymied ornithologists virtually to this
day, and the difficult systematice of this
group has only been resolved with any
degree of sense by the carcful work of
Jurgen Nicolai and especially Robert
Payne. It was alsonotrealised until some-
time in this century that whydahs were
parasitic, and early naturalists looked in

vain for their nest:

Research on whydahs has focused on
mating systems, vocalizations, territo-
riality and sytematics. Robert Payne of
the University of Michigan, the world
expert on this genus, analysed the fac-
tors affecting mating success of male
village indigobirds Vidua chalybeaia
in Zambian woodland, and found that
males defend well-spaced, traditional
song perches (“call-sites™). Females vis-
it these call-sites, and only a few of the
resident males succeed in mating with
: them. In his study, females chose mates
mainly on their song output, and on the
presence of nearby territorial males and
defended resources.

Sexual behaviour and mating sys-
tems have also been the focus of work on
the pin-tailed Vidua macroura, shaft-
tailed Vidua regia and paradise whydahs
Vidua paradisaea. The pin-tailed why-
dah is a generalized brood parasite of
African grasslandsand agricultural lands;
it does not mimic the nestling gape pat.
tern or song of its several hosts. By con-
trast, the shaft-tailed and paradise
whydahs are specialist parasites of Aca-
ciasavanna, and they mimic the gapc and
song of their hosts, the violet-eared way-
bill Uraeginilius granatinus and melba
finch Pyrilia melba respectively. The
mating systems of these whydahs, like
the village indigobird, are based on male
defense of atraditional call-gite. Defense
of such a site appears 1o be needed

successfulmating by males, Males which

contiol these sites are constantly chal
lenged by nonterritorial “satellite males”
as well as by holders of poorer quality
sites. H territorial males leave their call
sites temporarily to drink or inspect
neighbouring sites, satellite males quick-
ly seize the opportunity to sing from the
song post. Despite their best efforts,
though, they rarely if ever succeed in
mating, Many satellite males acquire
breeding plumage much later than terri-
torial males, and this may reflect pocs
body condition and reduced feriility.
So what, other than conirol of 2 good
territory, do females find appealing in
males? Although an enormous pop mag-
azine industry has been supported around
this eternal question in human society,
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- PAST EVENTS

ith ethnic con-

flicts threaten-

ing the stability of

more and more countries around

the globe, policy makers and experts -

including some from the world’s worst

troublespots-meton 17-1 9 August 1994

todebate practical ways toaccommodate
diversity and avoid continued clashes.

The three day seminaron “Ethnic and
Public Policies”, held at the United Na-
tions in New York, heard numerous case
studies of developing and developed na-
tions, explored competing claims of gov-
ernments and ethnic minorities, and
analysed various successful and unsuc-
cessful policy prescriptions—from the
Middle Bast to South Africa to Malaysia
to Rwanda and Burundi.

A preliminary Teport is available
from the seminar’s organisers, the United
Nations Research Institute for Social De-
velopment (UNRISD) and the United
Nations Developmen.j Programme
(UNDP). “There are two central points
that must now he clear,” said UNRISD
Director Dharam Ghaj in his closing re-
marks (o the vathering. “First, ethnic
conflict is a growing problem that will
probably only get worse over the short
and medium term, Second, no counfry in
the world—-no matter how rich and well-
developed —is immune to its effects.”

“Because of thjs.” Ghai said. “the
search for peaceful wavs (o ace OMMma
datc ethnic diversity must generate prac-

tical policies that can be replicated hy

continued from page 5

for whydahs it seems 4 relatively simple
inatter. Female whydahs in behavioural
experiments colicifed matings from
miales with artificially lengthened tail
arnaments, so taijl length seems to be an
appealing traijt However, symimnetry in
the ornament does not Seem very impor-
tantio females, at least by contrast to its
fengih. Symmetry might be importantif,
fon example, the ability of a male to
£row the expensive taj] ornament “per-
fectly™ (je.
genetic quality or body condition. While
the tails of whydahs, especially the par-

symmetrically) reflects his

adise whydahs, are indeed extremely
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countries around the world, while at the
same time we recognize that each situa-
tion is unique and requires further re-
search and reflection.”

Gus Edgren, Director of UNDP’s Bu-
reau for Programme Policy and Evalua-
tion, noted there was health agreement
that “ethnicity is not pathology that
must somehow be cured, but a normal
condition that must pe accommodated
through effective government and sus-
tainable human development.”

Prof. Crawford Young, Chairman of
the Department of Political Science at the
University of Wisconsin and an expert on
African countries contrasted what he
called “demonic forces and ap gelicforces”
thatnow competed on the world stage. On
the negative side, he cited ethnic cleans-
ers and ethnic assassins, the general ca-
pacity for escalation and dehumanization
in ethnic conflicts, and the ability of eth.
nic “outbidders” or “entrepreneurs” 1o
Stir up racial, religious or tribal hatreds
and mobilise (hem—even when ethnic
differences per se have little or nothing to
do with the situation on the ground.”

Opposed to this, Young said, was the
leadership factor—embodied in men like
Nelson Mandela who can transeend his-
torical patierns” — angd majority gover-
ments that understand the larger concepis

of tolerance and civic solidarity.

energetically costly to produce, femaleg
seemmore impressed by overali size than
symmetry. Male mating success is also
related to the defense of perennial water
resources, and with the interest shown in
amaleby other females) Male whydahs at
isolated call-siteg usuaily have low repro-
ductive success and few visits by recep

tive females orrival males, Ifthese isolated
males are c*xpm'imemally removed, thein
call-sites stand vacant longer than central
sites. So aftractive sites seem to be de-
fined largely by the quality of defended
resources (food and water) and by thei
central Jocation,

PROLIFERATING ETHNiC CONFLICTS WILL, REQUIRE
CREATIVE WAYS To REDUCE FricTiON AND VIOLENCE

In terms of policy prescriptions,
Young said the seminar participants
clearly showed that changes in electoral
Systems required more research as effec-
tive ways of accommodating diversity
and defusing conflict, particularly be-
cause this approach was more feasible
than changing a constitution,

Young said other promising areas
included the potential for changing cul-
tural and educational policies, the argu-
ment that viable nation states “do not
require a single language”, and the abjl-
ity of economic policies to work toward
the well-being of all sectors of the popu-
lation.”

Among the prominent policy makers
attending the seminar were Hanan
Mikhail-Ashrawi, Commissioner Gen-
eral of the Palestinian Independent Com-
mission for citizens’ Rights; Prof. Nichal
Haysom, Legal Adviser to President
Mandela; and Valery Tishkov, former
Minister of Nationalities in Russia,

The report from this conference will
be one of UNRISD’s most important
contributions to the on-going Social Sum-
mit in Copenhagen.

For more information, contact;

I'he Reference Centre
UNRISD, Palzis des Nations
CH-1211 Geneva 10
Switzerland.

Whydahs have an int iguing hidden
life thatawaits students of animal behav.
iour and evoluticnary ecology. Lots of
secrels remain to be gleaned by those
with a flair for patient observation and
experimental design.

Dr. Phoebe Barnard

Namibia National Biodiversity Programme
Directorate of Environmental Affairs
Private Bag 13306, Windhoek, Namibia,
Fax: 264-61-24-0339;

e-mail: pb@deai.met.00v.ng
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