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Man on a mission to lure
players to real-life Pokemon

NUS undergrad uses
popular game to

create awareness of
island’s biodiversity

Audrey Tan

Like many Pokemon Goplayers, Na-
tional University of Singapore life
sciences undergraduate Sean Yap,
24,goes out as often as possible.

But, unlike such gamers whose
eyes are glued to their phones in an
effort to catch the virtual charac-
ters, Mr Yap looks up and around -
at plants, birds and, especially, in-
sects. The insect researcher is now
on a mission to get others to do the
same and learn to appreciate local
biodiversity, and his strategy is to
ride on the current popularity of
the mobile game.

He has produced a Facebook al-
bum - called Real Life Pokemon of
Singapore - that shows the similari-
ties between Pokemon characters
and native plants and animals.The
water Pokemon Staryu, for exam-
ple, resembles the knobbly sea stars
that dot Singapore’s shores, and the
plant Pokemon Victreebel looks
like the Raffles pitcher plant.

Mr Yap’s comparisons include a
tongue-in-cheek write-up about
the native plant or animal.

He says, for instance: “Like Vic-
treebel, pitcher plants areliving toi-
let bowls, complete with a lid and a
disgusting rim/seat... Except (they)
eat bugs. Some species of pitcher
plants even have symbiotic, resist-
ant insects that live in the
liquid and feed on the drowned
bugs, and the pitchers get the nutri-
ents from their excrement, so they
areactually toilet bowls.”

He points out that numerous
Pokemon are based on real plants
and animals, many of which can be
found in Singapore. City dwellers of-
ten do not realise this, he says, and
he hopes his project will enlighten
them and prompt them to look out
for these plants and animals.

“If Pokemon Go can be used as a
marketing tool for shopping malls
to attract customers, then it can
probably do the same for science
and biodiversity,” Mr Yap said.

Besides raising awareness of
Singapore’s native biodiversity, he
wants to highlight the plight of wild-
life too. For example, in writing
about Sandslash, a Pokemon which
resembles the critically endan-
gered Sunda pangolin - which is na-
tive to Singapore — he says: “Unlike
Sandslash, the pangolin’s large
claws are not used for combat but
for digging into ant or termite
nests. And while Sandslash’s signa-
ture move, Defense Curl, may work
against predatorslike tigers (before
they went extinct here), humans
can just pick them up.

“It is humans that make the pan-
golin such a rare Pokemon world-
wide: Poaching is the No. 1 threat to
their existence.”

Project manager Adriane Lee, 41,
said he never knew that real ani-
mals were the inspiration for Poke-
mon until he saw Mr Yap’s album,

“Sean’s project is a refreshing
take on educating a person on local
biodiversity, as Pokemon is the lat-
est craze and the game draws audi-
ences normally not knowledgable
of or interested in nature to have a
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If Pokemon Go can be used
asa marketing tool for
shopping mallsto attract
customers, thenitcan
probably do the same for
science and biodiversity.

UNDERGRADUATE SEAN YAP

more intimate knowledge of the
topic,” he said.

Nature groups such as the Herpe-
tological Society of Singapore,
which studies reptiles and amphibi-
ans, also plan to use Mr Yap’s
project at the upcoming Festival of
Biodiversity educational fair to be
held at the Singapore Botanic Gar-
dens next weekend. The society’s

co-founder Sankar Ananthanaray-
anan said: “We want to show that
Singapore has biodiversity that is
pretty cool too, and that appreciat-
ing wildlife is just as fun and inter-
esting as playing the game.”

Mr Yap has so far matched about
40 out of the 721 characters in the
Pokemon universe with native flora
and fauna. He hopes to do so for as
many Pokemon as possible,

But unlike the Pokemon Go game
in which the aim is to catch them
all, he stressed that handling and
capturing wild animals in Singa-
poreisillegal.

He cautioned: “Do not try to
catch them. Do observe and marvel
from a respectful distance. You can
join guided walks, many of which
are free, for a higher chance of see-
ing these real-life Pokemon.”

Although he has been a fan of the
Pokemon universe since he was a
boy, Mr Yap does not play Pokemon
Go. In fact, he deleted the app bare-

ly four hours after he first down-
loaded it on the day of its launch.

“Irealised 1 was walking in the for-
est and constantly checking my
phone instead of looking out for
wildlife,” he explained.

During a recent visit to Pasir Ris
Park for a glimpse of a rare spotted
wood owl, Mr Yap said he saw many
people who missed the majestic
bird because they were busy catch-
ing Pokemon.

But getting people out in the open
isafirststep, he pointed out.

“Some people may not visit the
parks in the first place, and com-
pletely miss the opportunity to see
our native wildlife, but having them
outside presentsus the opportunity
toreachout to them,”
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® Mr Yap's album can be found by
searching "Real Life Pokemon of
Singapore"on Facebook.

Pokemon creator inspired undergraduate

Undergraduate Sean Yap, 24,isona
mission to raise awareness of local
biodiversity by showing how simi-
lar Pokemon characters are to na-
tive plants and animals,

His inspiration? Pokemon crea-
tor Satoshi Tajiri, who in 1990

who spentalotoftimeindoors.
“Alot of the Pokemon were based
on real-world animals and plants,
and many of them can be found in
Singapore.”
Mr Yap likewise hopes to get oth-
ers to appreciate local biodiversity

ests. It was full of nature. Then de-
velopment started taking place and,
as it grew, all the insects were driv-
en away,” said Mr Tajiri in an inter-
view with Time magazine back in
1999, when Pokemon mania was
sweeping the globe.

Mr Yap has so far matched about
40 out of the 721 characters in the
Pokemonuniverse with native flora
and fauna. He hopes to do so for as
many Pokemon as possible.

He points out: “There are certain-
ly more than 700 species of plants
and animals in Singapore, and
while itis a daunting task, scientists
here are trying their best to compile
a comprehensive list of local spe-
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Papilio polytes

This butterfly can be foundin the
forestsand urbanareas of
Singapore, according to
butterflycircle.com. Its caterpillar
(top) and pupa (above) stages

¢ resemble the Pokemons Caterpie
(top) and Metapod (above). And
justlikeitsvirtualavatar, the

¢ caterpillar has two red *harns”

: (actuallyafleshyorgancalled

: osmeterium) which itcan shoot

i outifitisthreatened.

STAG BEETLE (above)

Aegus sp.

The Pokemon Pinsir (above right)
looks like a stag beetle, which
beetle researcher SeanYap has
seenin Singapore's nature
reserves.There are about
400,000 described beetle

SUNDA PANGOLIN (above)
Manis javanica

Like the Pokemon Sandslash
(above right), the Sunda pangolin
-which is native to Singapore -
has formidable claws, but these
are not used for battle. Pangolins
use their claws to dig for food and
create burrows, which aerate the
soilinthe process. This
introduces oxygen and nutrients
to the soil and benefits the roots
of plantsand animals that live

ASIAN GIANT MANTIS (above)
Hierodula patellifera

This mantis, similar to the
Pokemon Scyther (above right), is
one of the more common mantids

GIANTCLAMS (above)
Tridacna sp.
The Pokemon Clamperl (above

species worldwide but,as they

: are relatively understudied here,
: afigureis not yet available for

i Singapore. However, Mr Yapis

! tryingtoestablish abaseline of
¢ local beetlesfor his final-year

: projectat the National University
: ofSingapore.

underground. While scales are

: commonly found on reptiles and
: fish,pangelins are theonly

: mammalsinthe world that have
them.They use their scalesasa
defence mechanism.When

: attacked by predators, such as
leopards, they curl up into a ball
: sothatthehard keratin envelops
¢ allof their soft parts.
Unfortunately, this does not

: protectthem from humans, who
¢ cansimply pick themup.

inAsia.Females arelarger than
i malesas “they need extra booty
spacetocarry the eggs’, says

i MrYap.Inthe game,the females
i have larger abdomens too.

researcher Neo Mei Lin's blog
: postatwww.meilin5giantclam.
i wordpress.com/factsheet-on-

came up with the idea for thegame by riding on the current popularity Urbanisation meant there were  cies,complete with images, DNA se- right)looks like the giant clam i giant-clams/
of collecting virtual monsters of the mobile game. His project, Re-  fewer places to catch insects. Mr  quencesand other information.” thatcan be found here.Formore  : d
based on his childhood interest in ~ al Life Pokemon of Singapore, can  Tajiri added: “Kids play inside their ~ The Singapore version can be about these animals, read i AudreyTan

insect collecting.

Mr Yap said: “I was inspired by
Mr Tajiri, who created Pokemon to
share his childhood joy of nature
with the new generation of city kids

be found on his Facebook profile.
Mr Tajiri, now 51, grew up in Mach-
ida, a suburb in western Tokyo that
gradually underwent urbanisaton.
“There were rice paddies, rivers, for-

homes... and a lot had forgotten
about catching insects. So had L.
When I was making games, some-
thing clicked and I decided to make
agame with that concept.”

found at the Animal and Plants of
Singapore’s website at nathist.sci-
ence.nus.edu.sg
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