
 

Friendly information signs reduce vandalism
on scientific equipment
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Dummy equipment with friendly message is shown. Credit: Eleftherios Bitzilekis

Behavioural biologists conducting research in the field often depend on
state-of-the-art techniques. Consequently, damage to or theft of
technical equipment represents a dramatic financial and scientific loss.
Researchers from the Max Planck Institute for Ornithology in Seewiesen
decided to find out whether the information content and tone of labels
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attached to the equipment could reduce the incidence of vandalism. In
total 60 equipment dummies were distributed in four public parks in
Munich. The researchers found that a friendly, personal label reduced
the interaction of people with the equipment in comparison with neutral
or threatening labels. Their results are published in the British Ecological
Society journal Methods in Ecology and Evolution.

From small transmitters used to study migration routes of butterflies to
cameras in nest boxes recording breeding activities of great tits, state-of-
the-art and expensive technical equipment is essential for today's
ecological science. Usually, this equipment has to remain on site to allow
for long-term observations or to minimize the impact of repeated
installation. For a team of researchers led by Markus Clarin and Holger
Goerlitz from the Max Planck Institute for Ornithology in Seewiesen it
is also important to get as close as possible to their study animals. They
investigate the behaviour of bats, which spend their life in the dark,
mostly during flight and in an acoustic environment unrecognizable to
humans. Therefore the researchers have to rely on a range of special,
expensive equipment to study the life of bats.

The idea for this study was thus born out of necessity: what and how
much will happen to scientific equipment when it is left unattended in
the field while automatically collecting data? Does a written threat of
being reported to the police or a friendly notice that the work is part of a
student's thesis including a photo of a cute juvenile squirrel on the label
of the equipment have the potential to prevent possible vandalism?
Markus Clarin and colleagues distributed 60 equipment dummies in four
public parks in Munich for a period of one week. The dummies
consisted of locked toolboxes with a fake dome camera with a flashing
red LED light and a car antenna. The researchers attached a label to all
of these dummies that either contained a personal, neutral, or a
threatening message. "We have been frequently approached by
interested park visitors", says Markus Clarin, first author of the study.
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"With remorse we told all of them about our fictitious study on small
mammals that have been equipped with transmitters and are being
photographed by the camera on top of the boxes when passing close by."

The good news first: most of the dummies were not touched at all,
despite being highly visible and unsecured in the middle of the park.
Dummies containing a friendly label were interfered with 40% less than
those with a neutral or threatening label. The label type, however, did not
affect the seriousness of the interference, such as moving, opening,
damaging or stealing the dummy. "Apparently, the friendly label
effectively reduced anybody's interference with our equipment,
regardless of whether they intended to damage or steal the equipment or
just wanted to pick it up for closer inspection", says Holger Goerlitz,
head of the project.

The question remains whether this study is representative, as it has been
conducted in one of the richest cities in Germany. To account for this
the researchers first asked international colleagues about their
experience with fieldwork equipment. Their survey showed that the
equipment, such as animal traps or cameras, remained mostly untouched.
In case of damage or theft, this resulted in dramatic financial and
scientific consequences, and in extreme cases also in complete failure of
an experiment. A label in a friendly tone could probably put things right.

"Although our friendly labels were not able to influence what exactly
was going to happen with the equipment, it nevertheless could minimize
the number of incidences", summarizes Holger Goerlitz.

"We would explicitly like to thank the local authorities, especially the
police and the park management", says Markus Clarin. They had been
informed beforehand and remained cooperative, even when in one
occasion a false bomb alert has caused some confusion: a visitor took
one of the boxes to a beer garden and left it there with the red LED
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flashing.

  More information: Clarin, B.-M., Bitzilekis, E., Siemers, B. M. and
Goerlitz, H.: Personal messages reduce vandalism and theft of
unattended scientific equipment. Methods in Ecology and Evolution.
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