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

Pedro Vaz Pinto a leading conservationist from Angola’s Catholic University last night received the UK’ s top conservation award for his work trying to save the critically endangered giant sable - a national icon in Angola.

Pedro received the Whitley Award sponsored by The Friends of The Whitley Fund for Nature from HRH The Princess Royal at a prestigious ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.

Speaking of his delight in receiving the award  from HRH The Princess Royal, Mr Vaz Pinto said: “Angola is often in the news for all the wrong reasons, because of wars, landmines, corruption, diseases and famine. Angolan protected areas have been almost completely abandoned and biodiversity conservation ranks toward the bottom of the country’s priorities, as it struggles to get back on its feet in the wake of over thirty years of war. Our country desperately needs good reasons to be optimistic about the future.”

Considered to be the most beautiful living antelope in the world, with horns that grow to 160 cms, Angola’s giant sable is a national icon. Until recently there was no real proof that they had survived the Angolan war.  A search team and microglider failed to sight anything.  Then in April last year, Pedro’s camera traps took the first pictures seen for more than 20 years. 

Mr Vaz Pinto has been leading a research team to learn more about the current status of the sable and its distribution, as well as to plan for its future conservation.

Most of the protected areas in Angola have little law enforcement, and there is uncontrolled poaching even in protected areas.  But despite official protection, local people have for centuries themselves worked to protect the giant sable from extinction.  Local legend tells of the head chief of one of the villages, who became known as the “giant sable shepherd” for his commitment to protecting these large antelope.   

Today, his descendents are continuing his work.  Pedro is building on the existing reverence local communities have for the giant sable and is complementing them with new skills, including law enforcement, legal issues and ecology.  He hopes the result will be a team of well trained “sable shepherds”, charged with carrying on the long and proud tradition of sable protection.  Ultimately Pedro seeks to find a way of integrating the shepherds into existing legal structures as official law enforcement agents.
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. They recognise outstanding work by conservation leaders in the fields of scientific research, protection and involvement of 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.”

Mr Vaz Pinto said “This award will put Angola on the map among international biodiversity conservation agencies, and could easily trigger significant investment in this sector. At the very least, a Whitley Award would boost local confidence at all levels. We must ensure that everyone understands not just the importance of protecting this beautiful beast as a national symbol, but also that it is in danger of becoming extinct, and that its effective conservation can play a decisive role in local and regional economic development.”
Edward Whitley, Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature said: 

“Angola has suffered 20 years of war. With Pedro’s hard work and dedication there is now hope that there can be a future where giant sable and the reserves in which they survive are protected, with the full support of local people.  We are delighted to announce Pedro as Winner of a Whitley Award, and hope this award will give him the support and publicity he needs in order to achieve his goals.””
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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)
