Monitoring Wildlife Activity at the Campus Compost Pile
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Introduction

Goals of this project:
1. Document the animals that frequently visit the compost
pile on the west end of campus.
2. Use photos from this study in cooperation with the
Geneseo Environmental Organization to bring further
awareness to composting initiatives on campus through
social media.

Methods
Game Camera Installation:
Several Apeman Trail Cameras were set-up in the vicinity of
the compost pile. These cameras are equipped with infrared
photo ability and are triggered by movement. Cameras were
placed facing the compost pile along areas of expected
animal-traffic. As animal movement patterns became clearer,
cameras were repositioned to capture increased numbers of
animals. Cameras were set to take 3 photos at a time when
triggered, with a 30-sec delay until responding to any
subsequent movement.
Digikam Metadata Tagging
Using the camera software, resulting photos are automatically
tagged with the time and date. The photos were hand sorted
and labeled using the Digikam photo management software to
reflect the identification of the animal in the photo.
Quantitative Analysis Using R-Script
Using R-Script, some basic plots of animal frequencies were
generated.

A number of animals were captured on camera including cats,
foxes, opossums, groundhogs, birds and deer. As is evident in the
figure below, there were a large number of groundhogs and cats
captured on camera.

Frequncy of Unique Animal Sightings
Around the Compost Pile
16

Sightings

Composting is a sustainable way to alleviate the waste
caused by food scraps that are discarded each year. Colleges,
such as SUNY Geneseo have begun using compost systems to
reduce our carbon footprint while also saving on both landfill
fees and mulch and fertilizer expenses. One study reported
that Dartmouth saved $11,400 through composting initiatives
in 2002 (Calkins, 2002). Although composting has the
potential to be economically and environmentally significant,
large quantities of high energy food in a small area such as a
compost pile are likely to attract animal foragers. Increased
encounters between humans and wildlife may be a possibility
as campuses continue to increase their use of compost.
Studies have shown that removal of anthropogenic food
sources such as dumps or compost piles can lead to rapid
decreases in wild animal populations, indicating some
populations can become highly dependent on these humanbased food sources (Oro et al. 2013). Understanding the
influence of composting on wildlife behavior and abundance,
will benefit future efforts to increase sustainability efforts on
campuses around the world.
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Foxes were also seen traveling past the compost ile, especially
later in the season. Deer and raccoons were also seen in
higher frequencies later in the season as the weather
warmed. It is worth noting that there was a groundhog
burrow discovered near to one of the cameras which may
have accounted for the large number of sightings.

Discussion
Based on our work it is clear that a number of animals utilize the
compost as a source of food. I would predict that as the weather
continues to warm, visits to the pile will increase in both frequency
and diversity.
Although it is not clear from this study what percentage of
nutrient value the compost makes up for these animals, frequent
visits by the same animals indicate that there is some reliance on
the pile as a food source. Further studies should be carried out to
determine the extent to which these compost piles act as
alternative food sources for local wildlife.
The majority of the organisms that we caught on camera were
herbivores or scavengers. However, we noticed several animals that
may have been using the pile as more than just an area to
scavenge. Cats and foxes were frequently captured on camera
moving around the compost pile. It is possible that these animals
are using the compost pile as hunting grounds for smaller
organisms. This brings up additional questions of how piles like
these are affecting local wildlife populations. Further studies could
investigate how introduction of compost piles may lead to
significant changes in food structures of local wildlife. We know
very little about how these piles are affecting our wildlife; to
elucidate the impacts of composting activity on wildlife behavior,
future research could compare wildlife activity near the compost
pile to other habitats with less concentrated food sources.
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