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Bolivia’s “Bat man” wins top conservation award from 
HRH The Princess Royal 
Dr. Luis Aguirre, a Bolivian scientist working among Bolivia’s bat species and the notorious vampire bat in particular, has won the UK’s top conservation prize, the Whitley Award, which is worth £30,000.
Luis received The Whitley Award in memory of Daniel Kelly, donated by the Rufford Maurice Laing Foundation 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.
Bolivia is one of the top ten megadiverse countries in the world, and many of it wildest areas remain largely unknown. Species are still being discovered at an enormous rate. However, as more land is cleared for development, the country’s rich ecosystems are being fragmented at the expense of its wildlife. One of the most important species in particular for maintaining that ecosystem variety, is bats. At least ten per cent of all plants depend on bats for their survival. Yet today many species are in decline due to habitat destruction and public misconception.  
Ten years ago, Bolivian biologist, Dr. Luis Aguirre, described as one of the most promising young conservationists in Latin America today, founded the Bolivian Bat Conservation Programme (BBCP) to protect bat species. 
Bat species are being discovered at a rate of four species per year in Bolivia and only last year BBCP rediscovered the red listed Tomes’ Sword-nosed bat, 74 years after it was first recorded in the country.
More than half of all Bolivian bats are found in its fragile montane forests, which are threatened by expanding agriculture and mining. The bats cannot survive without the forest, and the forest cannot survive without bats.  Bats play a major role in maintaining healthy ecosystems throughout Bolivia through pollination and seed dispersal.  Yet they are widely feared and thought to be rabid. 
Few species feed on blood for survival, but the Common Vampire Bat spreads disease and can have an economic impact on cattle. Many ranchers think all bats are vampires and burn and dynamite cave and tree roosts to reduce their numbers, with the result that they kill large numbers of beneficial bat species.
Of the 122 bat species found in Bolivia, 19 of them are threatened due to habitat destruction and vandalism.   
Through workshops involving schools, universities, ranchers, private and governmental organizations, Luis is trying to change people’s misconceptions about bats, illustrating the benefits of them and showing people how to coexist with them.  His experience in running this programme, which has now reached more than 150,000 people, is currently expanding to other parts of Latin America.
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

“Luis’ passion for conservation in Bolivia is inspiring. Bat conservation is crucial to the health of tropical forests as is the need to reduce conflict with vampire bats.  Luis teaches people that not all bats are bad and through his educational work has built momentum for bat conservation.  This is proof of his success as a leader in conservation.  “
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. 
