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exploration Seminar in Peru: From Andes to Amazon: 
Biodiversity, Conservation, and Sustainability 
The exploration seminar From Andes to Amazon: 
Biodiversity, Conservation, and Sustainability, led by Drs. 
Ursula Valdez  and Tim Billo, has become somewhat of 
a tradition or rite of passage for UW Biology’s ecology, 
evolution, and conservation undergrads. For the past 7 years 
Valdez and Billo, who both earned their doctorates in the 
UW’s Department of Biology studying tropical biology, have 
been taking UW biology students to southeastern Peru for 
intensive field study of the ecology and conservation of one of 
the most diverse places in the world. The course starts in the 
spectacular ancient Inca city of Cusco, set at a breathtaking 
11,000 ft. of elevation in the Andes, with views of 20,000 ft. 
high glacier-clad peaks. One week of the program takes place 
in the relatively arid highlands surrounding Cusco. Students 
examine current and past human land-use practices and their 
impact on biodiversity. These themes are explored through 
visits to Machu Picchu, a women’s weaving cooperative, local 
fruit and vegetable markets, service projects at an organic 
farm and environmentally focused school, and a symposium 
featuring current research in biodiversity and conservation 
in southeastern Peru.  

Ten days of the course are spent in the Amazon basin of 
Peru, beginning with a long and arduous, but fantastic 
journey, up and over the crest of the Andes. This journey 
-jostling its way by bus down a narrow, winding dirt road- 
involves dropping some 13,000 ft. in total, to the tributaries 
of the Amazon that lead into the heart of the wilderness of 
Manu National Park and Biosphere Reserve. After 2 days 
of boat travel, students camp and work for a full week at 
the legendary Cocha Cashu Biological Station, a privilege 
only recently opened to students. This is an unparalleled 
opportunity for students to interact with, and hear lectures 
from an international group of scientists doing cutting edge 
tropical biology research.  For most this is also a first foray 
into the tropical rainforest, and the sheer diversity of life is 
overwhelming. Valdez and Billo spend the first half of the 
week teaching basic taxonomy and research skills with a 
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variety of organisms, 
before students spend 
the second part of the 
trip designing and 
embarking on their 
own projects. 

The course next 
retraces its travels of 
the previous week, 
spending several days 
at a biological field 
station positioned in a 
third ecosystem: the ecotone between cloud forest and puna 
ecosystems in the mountain buffer zones of Manu National 
Park. By exploring three distinct ecosystems through 
the course of their travels, students begin to understand 
how the Andes influence climate and consequently what 
organisms live where, and how each of these ecosystems 
is linked to the other in the landscape. They also begin to 
understand the scope of anthropogenic pressures (including 
gold mining, oil exploitation, road building, legal and illegal 
timber harvest, hunting, and climate change) that the 
region faces. Threats to natural resources (and traditional 
indigenous cultures) are palpable. Yet these ecosystems 
are some of the least well understood in the world. Much 
discussion ensues on the best strategies to overcome these 
threats.  
The sustainability of the course itself is also an important 
component of the offerings. Participants track their personal 
ecological footprint on the course, and at all times the course 
strives to use as few resources as possible (while accounting 
for basic safety and comfort). The money the course brings 
to remote areas of Peru helps provide an alternate source 
of income for people who might otherwise be involved 
in industries detrimental to the environment. Still it is 
probably UW students who stand to gain the most from 
this immersive experience; an experience that goes beyond 
tourism and changes students’ perspectives on biology and 
sustainability forever.            (March 1 application deadline)

Peru Exploration Seminar 2014 Group Photo

Emperor Tamarins saying hello! Photo: Chang



7

The jungle is filled with many things, but sleep is 
definitely not one of them. The jungle doesn’t rest, so it’s sure 
not going to let you sleep either. Not that you’d want to waste 
any time sleeping anyway. 

Every hour holds the possibility to see something new. I wake 
up to a howler monkey’s loud, guttural call right above my 
tent, navigate my way through orb spiders’ webs on my way to 
breakfast, learn first hand about ant and plant mutualism, get 
charged by a furious peccary, spot a mammoth black caiman, 
all before lunch. 

Maybe I can catch a nap before dinner? No way. I spot seven 
species of fungi and a tree boa, catch a pygmy kingfisher in a 
mist net, and get a lecture on tropical ecological systems by 
fantastic researchers all before dark. Every day is packed with 
new, wonderful, exciting experiences. 

Sure, the insects are EVERYWHERE and I think a large chunk 
of me was eaten by them, but how often do you get to see 
cicadas dive bomb your classmates or ants the size of your 
pinky finger? Not often. 

The Peru Exploration Seminar changed my life. I know that is 
a cliché thing to say, but it’s true. I have always loved biology, 
but the jungle caused a resurrection in my passion for the 
natural world. I remembered why I chose to study biology in 
the first place. It’s so ridiculously cool! This course challenged 
me mentally and physically, and I learned skills to deal with 
those challenges that I will use for the rest of my life. If you are 
at all on the fence about taking this course, just do it! You won’t 
regret a single second.   — Cody Rose Knaub, Summer 2014
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