Camera traps for monitoring
biodiversity

By Don Swann

CAMERA TRAPS (ALSO CALLED WILDLIFE CAMERAS), USED
in many parks to document species occurrence and estimate
population size, are emerging as an exciting new technology for
monitoring biodiversity, particularly for mammals and terres-

trial birds. Two efforts stand out that are particularly relevant for
monitoring mammal communities in U.S. and Canadian national
parks: the Wildlife Picture Index (WPI; O’Brien et al. 2010) and

the Terrestrial Ecology Assessment and Monitoring (TEAM)
network (Ahumada et al. 2011, 2013). Both approaches use arrays
of multiple camera traps set in a randomized design to sample
mammals on a landscape scale. Results from the TEAM network
show that the surveys effectively track trends in species diver-
sity, including species richness, evenness, and dominance. The
Wildlife Picture Index has been described as “a promising new
indicator derived from camera trap data that measures changes in
biodiversity from the occupancy estimates of individual species”
(Ahumada et al. 2013), and is being used to monitor mammal com-
munities in Mongolia, Costa Rica, and other areas.
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In addition to community monitoring, the technology associ-
ated with camera traps and data analysis techniques continues to
develop rapidly; a second international conference on this topic
was held in Sydney, Australia, in September 2012. Developing
approaches include use of camera traps to monitor rodents, other
small mammals, and herpetofauna, and to estimate abundance of
unmarked animals (the Random Encounter Model; Rowcliffe et
al. 2008).
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