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Bolivian woman wins top conservation award for work with endangered Bolivian guanaco from HRH The Princess Royal

A 34 year old Bolivian woman who has spent her life studying the critically endangered Chacoan guanaco has won the UK’s top conservation award, the Whitley Award, which is worth £30,000.
Erika received The Whitley Award donated by Sting and Trudie Styler from HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at a ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.  The awards were dominated by Latin American conservationists working across remote and inhospitable parts of the Continent.   Six out of the ten finalists for the Whitley Awards – selected from over 80 applications from around the world - were from Latin America.
Erika Cuellar works in the Bolivian Gran Chaco, which has been called the last South American frontier. One of South America’s toughest environments in which to work, it has some of the highest temperatures on the continent. Until now the region has been largely overlooked, and its unique dry forests were little understood by scientists.  When the Spaniards battled to cross this land, finding no gold or silver or fabulous cities, they moved on. In the years since their arrival little has changed and the few inhabitants struggle with the environment to make a living.
This inhospitable land of cactus and scrub is home to the critically endangered Chacoan guanaco. Related to the llama and part of the camel family, the guanaco is valued for its fine downy undercoat which is more highly prized than alpaca. The isolated Chacoan guanacos remain distant from all other guanaco populations and are particularly adapted to subsist in the extremes of the Chaco.
When the Europeans arrived guanaco were common across several South American countries. Today the numbers have dropped from half a billion to fewer than 500,000.  Threatened by poaching and loss of habitat, the guanaco is now extinct in the Bolivian highlands, where it used to be common. Now the country’s last 200 are restricted to relict grasslands in the Gran Chaco grasslands along the southwest fringe of the National park, next to the Paraguayan border.  
Biologist Erika Cuellar, a native of the region, has worked alongside the Isoseño indigenous people for over a decade.  Some of the field work has taken Erika and  her team into rough areas for months at a time with potential dangers including native peoples with a history of violence towards outsiders, drug smugglers, and rough field conditions, where the nearest help is over 100 km away.

Years of collecting data on wildlife populations and maintaining a permanent presence in the field, together with frequent contact with local landowners and authorities, has helped stop the hunting pressure on guanacos, and even led to a proposal for a guanaco reserve. Yet now, unmanaged land settlement and large-scale infrastructure development - highways and gas pipelines - are stimulating regional-scale shifts in human populations. The relentless advance of mechanised agriculture is the greatest threat and only one remaining expanse of the Chaco still remains relatively undisturbed – Bolivia’s 3.4 million ha Kaa-Iya National Park and, alongside it, 1.9 million ha of adjacent Isoseño Guaraní native land.  
Erika’s work is unique in that for ten years she has worked with parabiologists, local people trained as professional field researchers and wildlife managers.  Now she wants to train more parabiologists in Bolivia and Paraguay in order to build the guanaco population recovery project as well as extending the idea to take in biodiversity conservation in protected areas and indigenous territories.  She hopes that it will not only offer economic alternatives for local women but slow down the chronic migration of youth to major urban settlements.
Since 1994 the Whitley Awards have been awarded annually. They are worth up to  £30,000 each and are one of the largest nature conservation awards available, recognizing outstanding efforts by leading local conservationists whose work is based on sound science and which fully involves local communities.

Edward Whitley, Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature said:

“Erika Cuellar is a dedicated and a self-motivated conservationist working under difficult field conditions.  Her work with indigenous people is making real contributions to conservation of Bolivia’s dry forests, which has consequences for both people and wildlife.” 
Editors Notes:

1. For media enquiries, please contact Cherry Farrow 07739 573932
2. For photographs of species, winners receiving their Whitley Award from HRH The Princess Royal, locations and maps, please contact Annabel Lea on 020 7602 3443 or mobile 07958 342 527. 
3. Please also contact Annabel to arrange an interview with a Whitley Award Winner (available from 8th May – 13th May).
4. The Whitley Fund for Nature – the charity behind the Whitley Awards – is a UK based international conservation charity that recognises some of the world’s leading conservationists.  The Whitley Awards are given to support science based conservation work that also benefits local communities www.whitleyaward.org  for press releases on all the 2007 Award Winners
5. Whitley Awards are worth up to £30,000 each and are one of the largest nature conservation awards available. Of the Award winners selected each year, one recipient goes on to win the Gold Award worth an additional £30,000. Hosted by Patron HRH Princess Royal and Trustee Sir David Attenborough, the Whitley Awards Ceremony is held annually at the Royal Geographical Society in London. 
