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A proposal for ethical research conduct in

Madagascar
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SparksV, Christian A. KullVl, Barry Fergusonil, Wilson R.
Lourenco, Paulina D. JenkinsX, Lolona Ramamonjisoax,
David A. BurneyX!, Porter P. Lowry [IXIl

ABSTRACT

Ethical conducts are gaining importance in times of increased glo-
balization and research efforts. This paper presents a code of ethi-
cal conduct for researchers who plan to publish their studies with
the journal Madagascar Conservation & Development. This paper
will be subject to continuous adaptations and discussions.

RESUME

Les conduites éthiques gagnent en importance en ces temps
margués par une mondialisation croissante et une augmentation
du volume des travaux de recherche. Cette contribution présente
un code de conduite éthique destiné aux chercheurs qui envi-
sagent de publier leurs études dans le journal Madagascar
Conservation & Development. Cet article fera I'objet de discus-
sions et sera régulierement adapté.

THE NEED FOR CODES OF ETHICAL CONDUCT

The end of World War Il saw the adoption of a number of codes of
ethical conduct in various disciplines of research. For example,
the Nuremberg Code of 1948 stated that “the voluntary consent of
the human subject is absolutely essential” (Shuster 1997: 1436),
implying that research subjects should give prior consent and
especially, that benefits stemming from such research must out-
weigh the risks involved. Most countries have published ethical
codes of conduct for research, and several research institutions
have organized ethical committees to help their researchers fol-
low and adopt common principles, framing social science ap-
proaches, ecological surveys or research with and on animals
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(e.g., Britt 1984, Directive 2010/63/EU, Biller-Andorno et al. 2015,
South African Council for Social Services Professions). Since the
end of the 20th century, Germany, the United States and other
countries have consolidated research activities under the umbrel-
la of ‘Research Integrity’ to impose principles on national universi-
ties, as well as universities receiving grants (Mayer 2015). The
2010 Singapore statement, an outcome of three consecutive
world conferences on research integrity, lists 14 responsibilities:
integrity, adherence to regulations, research methods, research
findings, authorship, publication acknowledgment, peer review,
conflict of interest, public communication, reporting irresponsible
research practices, responding to irresponsible research prac-
tices, research environments, and societal considerations (Resnik
and Shamoo 2011, cf. details in Wagner and Kleinert 2011). Along
the same lines an article in The Lancet (Anonymous 2012) with the
title “Promoting research integrity: a new global effort” provides a
thorough list of principles and responsibilities in research.

In the years 2002-2007, global research expenditures increa-
sed by almost 50%, while the number of researchers grew some
25% and the number of scientific publications went up almost
30% to some 1.58 million per year (Royal Society of London 2011).
One of the most important metrics for excellence in science is the
number and quality of publications produced. In a world where
‘publish or perish’ remains a guiding principle (Garfield 1996), re-
searchers are facing growing challenges when it comes to pro-
ducing knowledge and understanding for the dissemination and
transfer to policy- and decision-makers (Gluckman 2014). Conse-
quently, pressures on researchers to deliver results are high, and
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the temptation to cut corners is real. Hence, research must
adhere to the highest possible ethical and legal standards. Too few
journals have an explicit code of conduct; nevertheless, a number
of internationally renowned conservation journals are already
adhering to ethical principles for published research. For example,
the journal Biodiversity and Conservation has a list of ethics in
their Ethical Responsibilities of Authors and Compliance with Ethi-
cal Standards, as do the other Springer journals, Biological
Conservation refers to its Policy and Ethics paragraph for ethical
conduct for publishing, and Oryx has an explicit Code of Conduct
that is based on the British Sociological Association (BSA 2002),
and this is under current revision to adapt and address new chal-
lenges occurring at global scale. The Society of Conservation Bio-
logy has developed a code of ethics based on 15 points; more
than 90 researchers provided statements and amendments for
the final document (Box 1).

Box 1. Examples of journals with published codes of conduct

Biodiversity and Conservation
https://www.springer.com/gp/authors-editors/journal-
author/journal-author-helpdesk/before-you-start

Biological Conservation
https://www.elsevier.com/journals/biological-
conservation/0006-3207/guide-for-authors#6001

Oryx
http://www.oryxthejournal.org/index.php/for-
authors/instructions.html#coc

Society of Conservation Biology
http://conbio.org/about-sch/who-we-are/code-of-ethics

Madagascar, for example, has an ethics committee with over-
sight for research to be conducted in protected areas. However,
despite the fact that Madagascar's unique biodiversity and degree
of endemism has attracted hundreds of international research,
conservation and development institutions (Waeber et al. 2016),
resulting in thousands of research publications over the past de-
cades (e.g., Wilmé et al. 2012), no such research committee exists
that includes research universities. The production of knowledge
is a contribution which is not tangible in the short term, but may
be beneficial in the longer term. We believe that if researchers
adhere to a code of conduct that is broad in scope but allows the
explicit delineation of specifics, there can be a win-win situation
(e.g., between researchers and policy makers, researchers and
conservationists, or researchers and farmers). Here we propose a
code of conduct for researchers contributing articles to the jour-
nal Madagascar Conservation & Development, which is applicable
to both foreign and national researchers. However we encourage
all researchers operating in Madagascar to abide by the code, re-
gardless of the journals to which they intend to submit their re-
search outputs.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ETHICAL CONDUCT

Ethical guidelines are becoming more important since a steadily
increasing globalization is affecting growing numbers of countries,
institutions and people. This increased risks of contamination and
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spreading of diseases, for human beings as with influenza epide-
mics (bird flu) but also for biodiversity as for example the trans-
mission of pathogens to frogs (e.g., Phillott et al. 2010, Kolby et al.
2015) or bats (Blehert 2012).

The rationale for code(s) of conduct should be to ensure that
the potential negative impacts of research are avoided or minimi-
zed, while the benefits of research should be maximized both for
the researchers and for all relevant stakeholders. For example, the
Swiss government proposes 11 principles for successful partner-
ships in research for development: (i) set the agenda together, (i)
interact with stakeholders, (iii) clarify responsibilities, (iv) account
to beneficiaries, (v) promote mutual learning, (vi) enhance capaci-
ties, (vii) share data and networks, (viii) disseminate results, (ix)
pool profits and merits, (x) apply results, and (xi) secure outcomes
(Stoeckli et al. 2014). Research institutions in the developed world,
private and public, have credible integrity systems that can be fol-
lowed. Some initiatives have been taken across Africa to promote
responsible conduct in research and identify strategies to pro-
mote research integrity (Kombe et al. 2014). They propose two
broad approaches: “(1) promotion of institutional and individual
capacity building to instill a culture of responsible research
conduct in existing and upcoming research scientists, and (2) de-
veloping deterrent and corrective policies to minimize research
misconduct and other questionable research practices” (Kombe et
al. 2014: 8-9). In the following, we present a list of recommenda-
tions that take into account the Swiss system and Kombe et al.
(2014).

Recommendations are meant to assist researchers and stu-
dents from Madagascar and outside in planning their publishing
with the journal Madagascar Conservation & Development. The
list should be reviewed and updated on a regular basis, as part of
an interactive and iterative process. Many technical fields need
their own ethical guidelines, which are hopefully consistent with
the spirit at least of this document. The current list is non-ex-
haustive, but rather aims to provide a broad overview of guide-
lines to abide; we also refer to already well-established codes of
conduct where appropriate.

Researchers must seek appropriate and necessary permis-
sions from home but also local institutions and authorities. Re-
searchers should always respect local culture, beliefs and rights;
researchers must consider the interests of stakeholders in re-
search planning and management. Research should conform to
the standards set out by an internationally recognized source
(example: research involving lemurs should adhere to the
principles for the ethical treatment of non-human primates set
out by the American  Society of  Primatologists,
https://www.asp.org/welfare/socialhousingpolicystatement.cfm).
Research outcomes should be shared fairly with the project coun-
terparts.

Minimize the impact on animals, plants and ecosystems in
general. Whenever possible, non-invasive methods that do not re-
quire capture and/or euthanasia/preservation of animals should
be used. Always conform to the highest standards of animal wel-
fare for animal capture and handling, which should also be per-
formed by those with the appropriate qualifications in animal
capture (cf. Guidelines of the American Society of Mammalogists,
Sikes et al. 2011). Avoid the accidental introduction and dispersal
of non-native terrestrial and aquatic species in the ecosystem
(e.g., avoid bringing propagules or any other living forms from out-
side the system or from one site to another). Collection must be
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justified and should only take place if it is essential for the integri-
ty of the research, and the number of specimens must be kept to
the minimum necessary to conduct the research. Always consider
alternative methods to animal capture and euthanasia, such as
sampling of hair and feces, photographs and/or sound recordings,
including for the description of new taxa (e.g., Thalman and Geiss-
man 2005, Ito et al. 2013). If specimens are to be kept abroad, all
national and international laws should be respected (e.g.: Nagoya
Protocol, CITES). Seed samples collected should conform to natio-
nal regulations and be registered in Silo National des Graines Fo-
restieres - SNGF and a duplicate deposited in the national
seedbank. Any experiments involving live animals (e.g., feeding
experiments, applied behavioral research) should conform to
established policies on ethical treatment of animals (e.g., Sherwin
et al. 2003) and should only use lawfully acquired animals.

To prevent animal-animal, animal-human, and human-animal
transfer of disease, high levels of personal hygiene should be
maintained (e.g., avoid having a sick person observing animals in
the field, or handling them; maintain a certain distance between
the observer and the animal subjects to reduce incidence of di-
sease transmission). Researchers should use established proto-
cols to avoid transmission of pathogens to animals (e.g., Phillott et
al. 2010, Blehert 2012, Kolby et al. 2015). Care should be taken to
prevent any biopiracy of indigenous knowledge and biological
products that might otherwise occur through removing indige-
nous rights for maximizing economic profits (e.g., Efferth et al.
2016, application of Nagoya Protocol).

The following recommendations on social aspects are based
on the British Sociological Association’s standards (BSA 2002):
"Respect for human rights and a commitment to promoting social
justice are at the core of social work practice throughout the
world” (BASF 2012: 5). Research that involves people should hold
the well-being, dignity, and rights of the participants as key
principles to inform the research strategy (Hammett et al. 2015:
88). Ethical research with humans avoids abuses of power, does
not harm participants, and relies on voluntary and informed parti-
cipation. Ethical research with humans is not restricted to specific
practices such as consent forms or anonymity; it involves the en-
tire research project, including questions like the following (Ham-
mett et al. 2015: 92): “Is the research well designed and respectful
of participants’ time and interests? Has due thought been given to
whom the beneficiaries are of the research, and what their role is
(if any) in designing the research? Are there any benefits for the
local community from the research?” The safety and well-being of
participants is paramount. This includes physical aspects (e.g.,
health risks) and social aspects (e.g., emotional distress) and legal
aspects (e.g., compromising information). For the latter two, ap-
propriate strategies regarding anonymity of participants as well as
confidentiality of data (e.g., security of interview transcripts)
should be put in place and communicated with participants (al-
though see St. John et al. 2016).

CONCLUSION

Before inception of any research on the ground, researchers
first need to seek approval of their project at their home institu-
tion. In a next step, research must have received all necessary au-
thorisations in the country where it was carried out. The current
paper is a proposition intended for researchers to publish in the
journal Madagascar Conservation & Development; it will be sub-
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ject to continuous updating to allow coping with global and inter-
national demands, challenges, and changes.
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