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Mexican Ecologist wins UK’s top conservation award from HRH The Princess Royal

Mexican ecologist, Dr Gerardo Ceballos has won the UK’s top conservation award for his commitment to protecting Northern Mexico’s last wild prairies.  
Gerardo received The Whitley Award sponsored by The William Brake Charitable Trust from HRH The Princess Royal at a prestigious Ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.


Dr Gerardo Ceballos was studying grassland systems in the desert grasslands of northern Chihuaha when, in 1988, he rediscovered black-tailed prairie dogs colonies there.  Before European settlement, prairie dog colonies were widespread across North America.  However during the last century they were considered pests and millions were deliberately poisoned.  

The black-tailed prairie dog is now considered an endangered species in Mexico.
       Populations have declined to less than two per cent of their historical range both because of direct persecution and loss of habitat. Their decline has resulted in a parallel decline of another grassland dweller, the black-footed ferret, which is completely dependent on the prairie dog for prey. Black footed ferrets became extinct in the wild ten years ago. 

        Because of Gerardo’s research, scientists now realise that it is due to the small, burrowing prairie dog (related to the squirrel) that herds of bison, porcupine burrowing owl and the golden eagle all survive here. 

        As the last grasslands in Mexico come under threat from massive extraction of water and the wide scale use of pesticides and fertilisers, Dr Ceballo plans to establish a half million hectare protected area for the conservation of one of the most biologically diverse and threatened grasslands in North America.  As a first step to restoring the prairie, in 2001 he and his team have been the first to successfully reintroduce the black-footed ferret back to the Janos region.

Since 1994 the Whitley Awards have been awarded annually. They are worth £30,000 each and are one of the largest nature conservation awards available. 

The Awards recognise outstanding work by leading local conservationists whose work is based on sound science, pragmatism, and which fully involves local communities.

Former Head of the BBC Natural History Unit and Series Producer of the recently launched Planet Earth series, Alistair Fothergill, who hosted the evening, said:

“The threats to the world’s wild species and spaces are becomingly increasingly complex and we do not know the effects of these losses. Many small countries with mega-diversity, growing populations and a large national debt maintain need all the help they can get. The winners of these awards demonstrate how to fight to maintain that biodiversity, engage local communities and contribute to the greater understanding of these irreplaceable assets.”

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

”Gerardo has spent valuable years studying the role of the prairie dog in prairie grassland development.  He recently reintroduced the black-footed ferret to the wild in an attempt to restore ecological balance to the Janos region.  There are no short-term solutions to conservation, and Gerardo has shown commitment to become a true leader in his field. We are delighted to announce Gerardo as Winner of a Whitley Award, and hope this award will give him the support and publicity he needs in order to achieve his future goals.”

Gerardo now aims to establish a stable population of the two creatures, working with local people to show how cattle ranching and grassland conservation can go hand in hand. 
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Editors Notes:

1. For media enquiries, please contact Cherry Farrow 07739 573932
2. For photographs of species, winners receiving their 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 conservation charity that supports science based conservation work that benefits local communities 
5. The Whitley Awards are worth £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 Whitley patron HRH Princess Royal, the awards ceremony is held annually at the Royal Geographical Society in London. 
6. (www.whitleyaward.org)

