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Press release
Embargoed - Not for publication or broadcast before 18.00 BST on Wednesday 29 April 2015
Conservationist wins a Whitley Award for his work to 
save Brazilian ‘living fossil’ from local extinction

London, UK: 29 April 2015 – HRH The Princess Royal will today present a Whitley Award, a prestigious international nature conservation prize worth £35,000 in project funding, to Arnaud Desbiez at a ceremony at the Royal Geographical Society, London, in honour of his work to conserve the rarely sighted giant armadillo in Brazil.
Despite being one of the oldest mammal species on earth – in effect a living fossil - very few people will ever spot a giant armadillo (Priodontes Maximus) in the wild.  Until recently, not many people were aware that the species even existed, and most of the information about it was anecdotal.  However, since Arnaud, a former zoo keeper, founded the Giant Armadillo Conservation Project in 2010 and started the first ever long-term ecological study of the species, new information about parenting behaviour and their role as ‘ecosystem engineers’ has emerged.  Over 65,000 local people have been directly engaged in an awareness-raising campaign, and subsequently authorities in the state of Mato Grosso do Sol have selected the giant armadillo as an indicator species for the creation of protected areas.
The Whitley Award will enable Arnaud to expand conservation efforts from the Pantanal – the largest continuous wetland in the world - to the Cerrado biome, a plateau of tropical scrubland, gallery and dry forests. This biome is Brazil’s second largest ecosystem after the Amazon rainforest and has the richest flora among the world’s savannahs.  Yet only 2.2% of the Cerrado is under legal protection and deforestation rates here are even higher than in the Amazon: over the last 35 years, more than 50% of the ecosystem has been transformed into pasture or agricultural lands planted with cash crops such as soy and sugar cane.  Here, Arnaud and his team will collect data to support the creation of a network of protected areas and tackle threats to the species’ survival.
Edward Whitley, Founder of the Whitley Fund for Nature, said: “The calibre of this year’s Whitley Awards winners is outstanding.  Although they each face remarkable and different challenges in their home countries, these exceptional individuals are passionate about securing a better future for both people and wildlife. The Whitley Awards are a celebration of their efforts and achievements.”
Arnaud is one of seven individuals to have been awarded a share of prize funding worth £245,000 by winning the Whitley Award donated by The Garden House School Parents’ Association. Other winners in the 2015 Whitley Awards are: 
Panut Hadisiswoyo – Indonesia
Conservation villages: building local capacity for the protection of Sumatran orangutans and their habitat, Indonesia 

The Whitley Award for Conservation in Ape Habitats donated by The Arcus Foundation

Pramod Patil – India

Community conservation of the great Indian bustard in the Thar Desert, India: a landscape-level approach
The Whitley Award donated by The William Brake Charitable Trust in memory of William Brake

Rosamira Guillen – Colombia

Proyecto Tití: expanding conservation efforts to protect the cotton-top tamarin in northern Colombia

The Whitley Award donated by Sarah Chenevix-Trench

Inaoyom Imong – Nigeria

Saving Cross River gorillas through community-based conservation in the Mbe Mountains
The Whitley Award donated by the Garfield Weston Foundation

Jayson Ibañez – Philippines
Preventing further decline of the Philippine eagle on Mindanao Island
The Whitley Award donated by The Shears Foundation in memory of Trevor Shears

Ananda Kumar – India

Elephant messengers: using innovative communication systems to enable human-elephant coexistence in southern India
The Whitley Award donated by WWF-UK

 

Sir David Attenborough, a Trustee of the Whitley Fund for Nature, added: “Whitley Award winners are simply exceptional people - passionate individuals who are committed to achieving positive environmental impact and long-term conservation and community benefits.”
HRH The Princess Royal will also present the Whitley Gold Award 2015 - a prestigious profile and funding prize awarded to a previous Whitley Award winner in recognition of their outstanding contribution to conservation. The Whitley Gold Award is donated by The Friends and Scottish Friends of the Whitley Fund for Nature and is worth £50,000.

This year’s recipient is 2009 Whitley Award winner, Dr. Dino Martins from Kenya for his project - People, plants & pollinators: protecting the little things that power the planet. Dino is working with local people to raise awareness and encourage the adoption of more sustainable farming practices that conserve pollinators, boost crop yields, and benefit people in East Africa. Joining the Judging Panel to assist in selection, the Gold Award winner also acts as mentor to new Whitley Award winners receiving their Awards in the same year. 
Visit www.whitleyaward.org to find out more.
- ENDS -

Press materials available:

· Images and video of Arnaud and his work are available to download online via Picasa:

https://picasaweb.google.com/105548002819098368093/WhitleyAwards2015ArnaudDesbiezGiantArmadillosBrazil?authuser=0&authkey=Gv1sRgCPTu462C57fwogE&feat=directlink 

· Copyright-cleared photographs and video of the awards ceremony will be available to download online via Picasa from 22.00 BST on Wednesday 29 April: https://picasaweb.google.com/105548002819098368093
Notes to Editors:

· In addition to his role as Coordinator of the Giant Armadillo Conservation Project, Dr Arnaud Desbiez is Conservation Project Manager at the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland.

· Contact Firebird PR for further information: Jane Bevan or Susannah Penn at Firebird PR on +00 44 01235 835297 / +00 44 07977 459547 or via email to sp@firebirdpr.co.uk 
· The Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN) is a UK registered charity that champions outstanding grassroots leaders in nature conservation across the developing world.  
· The Whitley Awards are prestigious international prizes presented to individuals in recognition of their achievements in nature conservation.  Each Award Winner receives a prize worth £35,000 in project funding over one year.  The charity’s patron, HRH The Princess Royal, presents the Awards each year at a special ceremony in London.
· The Whitley Awards have been presented annually since 1994. Since then, the Whitley Fund for Nature has given over £11 million to conservation and recognised more than 170 conservation leaders in over 70 countries.  
· WFN operates a rigorous application process involving expert panel representation from international NGOs including WWF-UK, Fauna and Flora International and the World Land Trust. This year, WFN received nearly 200 applications which passed through four stages of assessment, reviewed at every step by expert screeners and panellists who kindly offer their expertise voluntarily.
· The Whitley Awards are open to individuals working on wildlife conservation issues in developing countries. Further eligibility criteria are available from Firebird PR.
· During their trip to London to accept their award, winners have the opportunity to meet the judges, WFN trustees, including Sir David Attenborough and HRH The Princess Royal. In addition they are able to network with the other finalists, attend receptions with leading conservation organisations and academics, meet Whitley Fund for Nature donors and participate in professional media and speech training.  Meeting the media is also a significant event since publicity both in the UK and their home countries helps raise the profile of their work.
· Whitley Award winners join an international network of Whitley Alumni eligible to apply for Continuation Funding. These follow-on grants are awarded competitively to winners seeking to scale up their effective conservation results on the ground.  These grants are worth up to £70,000 over two years.
· Launched in 2014, ‘Partnership Funding by Fondation Segré’ is a grant endowed by Fondation Segré and managed by Whitley Fund for Nature, which recognises and provides further funding to support the work of four of WFN’s most successful previous Whitley Award and Continuation Funding winners.  Over three years, grant funding totalling 1,500,000 Euros will deliver urgent conservation activities to conserve snow leopards in India, penguins in Argentina, freshwater dolphins in Colombia and large carnivores in Turkey.
· The Whitley Gold Award recognises an outstanding past recipient of a Whitley Award who has gone on to make a significant contribution to conservation.  Joining the Judging Panel to assist in selection, the Gold winner also acts as mentor to Whitley Award winners receiving their Awards in the same year. 
· WFN is generously supported by: Arcus Foundation; Peter Baldwin and Lisbet Rausing; The William Brake Charitable Trust; The Byford Trust; Sarah Chenevix-Trench; The Evolution Education Trust; Garden House School Parents’ Association; Garfield Weston Foundation; HSBC Holdings Plc; Icon Films; Interconnect IT; The Rufford Foundation; The Schroder Foundation; Fondation Segré; The Shears Foundation; The Whitley Animal Protection Trust; WWF-UK; The Friends and Scottish Friends of the Whitley Fund for Nature; and many individual and anonymous donors.

