
 

 

Amazonia researchers Lovejoy and Laurance 
win the BBVA Foundation Frontiers of 
Knowledge Award in Ecology and Conservation 
Biology 

 

 Their results show that the degradation of the Amazon rainforest is 

advancing much faster than predicted and is now perilously close to 

the “point of no return”  

 Lovejoy and Laurance were the first to conduct long-term, large-scale 

studies on the effects of ecosystem fragmentation: a leap in carbon 

emissions and an accelerated extinction rate 

 The world’s only international award in Conservation Biology comes 

with prize money of 400,000 euros. 

 

January 30, 2009.- The Ecology and Conservation Biology Award in this inaugural 

edition of the BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Awards is shared by 

biologists Thomas E. Lovejoy and William F. Laurance of the Smithsonian Institution 

(United States). According to the jury, the new laureates’ research in Amazonian 

Brazil is of fundamental importance, allowing us for the first time “to measure the 

manifold consequences of habitat fragmentation for the integrity of tropical 

forests”, and to scientifically simulate how they will cope in future.  

The BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Awards seek to recognize and 

encourage world-class research at international level, and can be considered 

second only to the Nobel Prize in their monetary amount, an annual 3.2 million 

euros, and the breadth of the scientific and artistic areas covered. 

The awards, organized in partnership with Spain’s National Research Council 

(CSIC), take in eight categories carrying a cash prize of 400,000 euros each. The 

Ecology and Conservation Biology award, the largest of its kind internationally, is to 

honor contributions which significantly advance the stock of knowledge in this area 

for reasons of their importance and originality. 

“Amazonia is drawing close to the point of no return” 

Thomas Lovejoy declared himself “deeply honored” to receive this prize, the more 

so as the achievement being recognized is “basically an attempt to understand 

biological diversity and to ascertain how we can co-exist with the marvelous 

variety of life to be found in the tropical rainforest”. This researcher’s scientific 

studies leave little room for doubt: “Amazonia is now perilously close to the point 
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of no return. Ecosystem degradation is advancing much faster than we imagined, 

though we must take hope from the ambitious conservation initiatives that are now 

starting up”.  

William Laurance greeted the award as “a fantastic recognition, from an 

organization like the BBVA Foundation devoted to knowledge generation, for many 

years of research in the Brazilian tropical forest”. His and Lovejoy’s chief objective 

during this time has been to understand the consequences of  ecosystem 

fragmentation, “but lately we have observed how this threat is ‘conspiring’ with 

other pernicious processes like climate change and deforestation. We need to 

understand how this interaction comes about”.  

Lovejoy and Laurance launched the Biological Dynamics of Forest Fragments 

Project (BDFFP) in the late 1970s. Fragmentation is among the direst threats facing 

natural ecosystems. The BDFFP’s study area spans more than 1,000 km2 of virgin 

forest, including a series of experimentally isolated fragments. Researchers there 

track the “before and after” of ecosystem fragmentation with regard to the 

abundance of species, obtaining novel data of immense value. 

The jury of the BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Award also singled out 

both researchers’ endeavors in training new generations of Amazonia researchers 

and in sharing skills and knowledge to ensure their work is carried on for years to 

come; indeed their conservation practices have become benchmarks of their kind.  
 

Foreign debt in return for nature preservation 

In the words of the jury’s citation, “The awardees are recognized for their 

contributions to understanding the effects of land use change on biodiversity and 

ecosystem processes. They have developed and maintained a seminal, long-term 

landscape experiment in Amazonian Brazil, designed to measure and forecast the 

manifold consequences of habitat fragmentation - a major consequence of land use 

change - for the integrity of tropical forests. Their work has revealed many 

unexpected features of habitat fragmentation, such as dramatically increased 

mortality in forest trees, with far-reaching consequences for the preservation of 

forest biodiversity and carbon pool dynamics. Insights from this study have 

significantly influenced conservation science and practice. The awardees are also 

applauded for their analyses of the impact of global change phenomena on tropical 

forests, and for developing the crucial conservation policy mechanism for 

protecting natural landscapes known as ‘debt-for-nature swaps’”. 
 

The jury in this first edition of the Frontiers of Knowledge Award in Ecology and 

Conservation Biology was chaired by Daniel Pauly, Director and Principal 

Investigator at the Fisheries Center, University of British Columbia (Canada), and 

formed by Joanna Burger (Rutgers University, United States), Daniel P. Faith 

(Australian Museum, Australia), Ilkka Hanski (University of Helsinki, Finland),  

Robert D. Holt (University of Florida, United States), Gary Meffe (Editor of 

Conservation Biology, United States) and Pedro Jordano (Doñana Biological 

Station, CSIC).  



The Ecology and Conservation Biology award is the last to be decided in this first 

edition of the BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Awards. It follows on from 

the awards in Climate Change (granted to U.S. scientist Wallace S. Broecker, who 

predicted climate warming due to human activity more than three decades ago); 

Development Cooperation (Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, MIT); Biomedicine (cancer researcher Joan 

Massagué, Spain’s most internationally cited working scientist); the Arts (U.S. 

architect Steven Holl); Information and Communication Technologies (Israeli 

engineer Jacob Ziv, the ‘father’ of data file compression); Basic Sciences (shared 

between Ignacio Cirac, Spain, and Austrian Peter Zöller, leading theoretical 

physicists in the quantum computation field); and Economics, Finance and 

Management (conferred on Jean Tirole, a path breaker in the application of Game 

Theory and Information Theory in the economic sphere).  

The BBVA Foundation supports knowledge generation, scientific research and the 

promotion of culture, relaying the results of its work to society at large. This effort 

materializes in research projects, human capital investment, specialization 

courses, grants and awards. Among the Foundation’s preferred areas of activity are 

basic sciences, biomedicine, ecology and conservation biology, the social sciences 

and literary and musical creation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further information, contact the BBVA Foundation Press Office  

(+34 91 537 6615/+34 94 487 4627) 


