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Cameroon Conservationist’s Work on Great Apes wins UK’s top conservation award from HRH The Princess Royal

Local African Cameroonian, Manfred Epanda Aime, only 29, has won the UK’s top conservation award for his commitment to working with villagers to protect one of Africa’s most important great ape reserves. 

Manfred received The Whitley Award sponsored by the Sigrid Rausing Trust from HRH The Princess Royal at a prestigious ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.
Manfred leads a local project called Project Grands Singes.  Originally set up as a great ape research project with support from the Royal Zoological Society of Antwerp, the project quickly evolved into an Integrated Conservation and Development Project combining great ape conservation with direct community involvement.

The project is based at the unprotected northern periphery of one of the largest rainforests in Africa, the Dja Faunal Reserve in Cameroon.  It is home to some of the world’s rarest and most endangered great apes.  A World biosphere reserve, the area is also one of Africa’s most intact tropical forests with more than 90 per cent of its area left undisturbed. 

However, as wildlife at the forest edges becomes scarcer, the pressure on wildlife within the reserve is increasing as people hunt for bushmeat.  At the same time the apes come nearer to the villages and plantations on the edge of the forest and there is increasing conflict between humans and wildllife. 

Manfred Epanda Aime is working with local people and the reserve authorities to create a management plan for the forest.   He is working with the communities along the edges of the forest to encourage them to report incidences of illegal logging and poaching, and helping hunters to find alternative sources of income.  

Now three further local villages have said they are keen to be involved to work towards preserving the great apes. It means almost full time protection for about 20 gorillas and 100 chimpanzees, but the conservation efforts are in the interests of both wildlife and people.

For this to happen, wages need to be found, as well as motor bikes for eco guards, boots, machetes compasses and computers.  It is an enormous task, but Manfred has already met with impressive local success.  Great ape deaths have declined, and he now hopes the model that has worked here can be applied to help save great apes in other forest reserves in the Congo.


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: 

“Manfred works as a vital link between local communities and the official eco-guards from the Ministry of Forest and Wildlife. With the support of a Whitley Award, he now plans to expand anti-poaching activities and further bring illegal hunting under control at this important World Heritage Site. We are excited that his local success could be replicated in other reserves to help curb the bushmeat trade and habitat destruction which is threatening both long-term livelihoods and great apes across Central Africa”.
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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)
