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19th April 05
ARGENTINIAN WINS TOP UK AWARD FOR NATURE CONSERVATION IN NEUQUEN OIL FIELDS, PATAGONIA.
HRH The Princess Royal will tomorrow announce the winners of the UK’s top conservation prize - The Whitley Award – to a packed audience at the Royal Geographical Society in London.  Among the eight winners is Argentine conservation biologist, Andrés Novaro. Novaro, 42, who will receive The Whitley Award sponsored by The Sigrid Rausing Trust for his ongoing campaign to stop the decline of vulnerable native wildlife in Patagonia, close to the southern tip of South America.  

Since 1994, Whitley Awards have been awarded annually by UK-based conservation charity the Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN), and are now worth GBP £30,000 each.  The Awards are one of the largest nature conservation awards available and recognise outstanding work by conservation leaders around the world fighting to safeguard the planet’s resources and wildlife.  WFN gave GBP £1 million in Awards and Grants last year.

Speaking about the Winners of the 2005 Whitley Awards, Sir David Attenborough, the famous wildlife documentary broadcaster and Trustee of WFN, said, “People and their activities are often depicted as the cause of degradation to wilderness areas, but so too are they part of the solution. The Whitley Award Winners are geographically isolated from each other, but all demonstrate how it is local people who are critical to the success of conservation work.  Through education, research, great personal hardship and above all extreme dedication and commitment, all the Winners have overcome daunting obstacles to emerge as national conservation champions in their countries.”

Novaro’s project area – a rugged landscape dominated by ancient volcanoes and the longest solidified lava flow in the world - harbours the largest population of guanacos in northern Patagonia.  It is also a final stronghold for rheas, small ostrich-like birds which, like the guanacos, are found only in the South America continent.  Today, only a few hundred rheas and 25,000 guanacos remain in two reserves in the region, Auca Mahuida and Pvunia.  It is also the only place where the two species are found together.  However, the reserves also overlap Neuquen oil fields, one of the richest oil fields in Argentina, and the site of widespread oil exploration and extraction. 
Novaro, who was educated at the University of Buenos Aires and University of Florida, USA, is determined to establish the exact location of critical migration routes used by these endangered species.  By freeing those areas from human disturbance, Novaro and his team hope to establish a 20,000 km2 conservation-landscape the size of Wales to enable the many unique native species of north-western Patagonia to survive
50% of the oil in Argentina comes from the Neuquen oil fields, putting great pressure on the area.  Novaro is working with locals and government agencies to encourage the closure of disused oil exploration trails that scar the landscape and which have opened it up to incursions by poachers in 4 x 4 vehicles. The oil companies operating in the area - which include ChevronTexaco Corp., Total SA, Repsol YPF SA and Petrobas SA - are responsible for these trails.  However, until recently they have taken little action to help reverse the damage, despite it being a legal requirement to close old trails.

Novaro has engaged local land-owners and, with them, has petitioned the oil companies to close disused roads.  In response to the requests of Novaro’s team and local inhabitants of the area, the government has appointed guards for the Auca mahuida protected area and four wildlife rangers to patrol the reserve to control poaching.  Last year Chevron covered the cost of closing 45 trails (approx 300 km2), however, approx. 2025 km of oil exploration trails remain open.

Novaros’ vision for the future is to encourage the establishment of a system of conservation landscapes throughout Patagonia.  By establishing a critical network of corridors that is compatible with current land use, but which will avoid the genetic isolation of remaining guanaco populations, he believes it is possible to forge a future in Patagonia that will allow the region’s many unique species to survive.  Novaro hopes to secure funding from the oil companies that operate inside Auca Mahuida protected area to help implement protection of the reserve and to enable him to continue his work.
Seven other winners will also receive Whitley Awards of £30,000 each. To read more about the winners, please visit the Whitley Fund for Nature website at www.whitleyaward.org.
Ends

For further information including speeches, photos of the award winners’ work, interviews with the winners and further background about the Whitley Awards, please contact Georgina Ponder, WFN Manager on +44 (0) 20 7602 3443, email: georgina@whitleyaward.org .

Notes to Editors:  
· The Whitley Fund for Nature is a low-cost, high-impact UK based charity offering a wide range of Awards and Grants to outstanding nature conservationists around the world.  WFN raised and distributed £1 million last year.

· WFN locates some of the world’s most dynamic conservation leaders and recognise them through Whitley Awards of up to £30,000, now amongst the most high profile of conservation prizes. The Whitley Awards were established in 1994 by Edward Whitley and are designed to support passionate individuals who are committed to precipitating long-lasting conservation benefits on the ground through projects founded on good science, community involvement and pragmatism.

· Of the Whitley Award winners selected each year, one recipient goes on to also win the prestigious Gold Award, worth an additional £30,000.  The Whitley Awards Ceremony, hosted by our patron, HRH The Princess Royal, is held annually at the Royal Geographical Society in London, and takes place in April. 









