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The Biodiversity Fellowship programme was set up by E.J. Milner-Gulland on joining the 
University of Oxford’s Zoology Department in October 2015. The programme was a response 
to her extensive experience in working with a wide range of international conservation NGOs 
and businesses, in which there are individuals with substantial experience in implementing 
conservation on the ground, often with excellent datasets which could contribute to the 
evidence-base on conservation effectiveness. However, they do not have the time, opportunity 
or academic environment to develop their ideas, analyse their datasets, build their research 
capacity, form strategic collaborations or network with academic colleagues. Meanwhile, 
academic researchers can be divorced from the real-world complexity of conservation practice, 
limiting the usefulness of their science.

To address this issue she developed a 
new initiative; The Biodiversity Fellowship 
programme. This programme enables 
conservation practitioners to spend time within 
her group at Oxford, thereby benefiting both 
the individual, their organisation, and Oxford.

Foundational funding came from her position 
as Tasso Leventis Professor of Biodiversity. 
The programme envisaged three fellows per 
year over three years. Additional funding 
for further fellowships has been provided by 
the Oxford Martin Programme on the Illegal 
Wildlife Trade, the Africa-Oxford Initiative and 
the Commonwealth Scholarships Commission. 

The programme offers NGO or business 
employees working on biodiversity 
conservation the chance to spend up to three 
months at the University of Oxford, attending 
training courses, networking and creating 
collaborations, writing papers, developing 
ideas or writing grant proposals.  

The Biodiversity Fellowship 

The Fellowship Programme has two streams; 
one is for existing collaborators, and the other 
is an open competition. Since it launched in 
2016, we have had nearly 700 applications 
for just nine competitively funded places, from 
72 countries.

Of the applicants, 61% worked in NGOs, 
22% in governmental agencies and 17% in 
academic research institutions. None  of the 
applicants had existing connections to Oxford. 
We have also given fellowships to 18 people 
through the existing collaborator stream.

Previous fellows have attended courses in: 
data analysis, written and spoken academic 
English, filming, Nvivo, podcasts, getting 
published, presentation techniques, science 
communication and statistics to name but a 
few. They have attended conferences and 
workshops as delegates and as speakers, 
joined committees, made presentations, 
networked with other conservationists, 
researchers and students at Oxford and 
nationally, and got involved in a myriad of 
academic and professional activities.

Our fellowship takes into account our visitor’s 
entire experience in the UK, and we ensure 
that they are also able to take part in non-
academic activities such as visiting the many 
museums and historic colleges Oxford has to 
offer, formal banqueting in Oxford’s colleges, 
attending Evensong, punting, birdwatching, 
and other ‘tourist’ activities, not to mention 
becoming immersed in British culture, food 
and customs, and importantly, making 
long-lasting friendships and collaborative 
relationships. 

The Biodiversity Fellowship Programme has 
two main aims:

• To improve engagement between researchers, 
conservation practitioners in the international 
NGO sector, and businesses developing and 
implementing corporate biodiversity strategies.

• To ensure that scientific research is informed 
by, and meaningful for, real-world conservation 
issues. 

“Be sure to attend at least 
one BOP (college party) 

with your fellow lab mates 
and don’t forget to take 
a moment to just sit and 
soak in the fact that you 

are in Oxford!”  
Megan Cromp, Key Conservation

“I wouldn’t be 
exaggerating if I said that 
the fellowship at ICCS has 
been a turning point in my 
career. It has expanded my 
horizons and opened my 

mind to a whole new world 
of ideas.” 

Divya Narain, DPhil Candidate, 
University of Queensland

Biodiversity Fellows attending the Illegal Wildlife Trade meeting in London. From left to right: Angelo Ramy 
Mandimbihasina, Kofi Amponsah-Mensah, Medard Twinamatsiko, Vivienne Williams, and Edson Gandiwa. 



Number of applicants & Biodiversity Fellows 2016-2019



A number of research grant proposals 
have been submitted as a result of the 
Biodiversity Fellows’ visits. For example 
Kumar Paudel (Biodiversity Fellow, 
Nepal) submitted a grant with Amy 
Hinsley (ICCS post-doctoral researcher)
to work on the orchid trade in Nepal. 
Kumar has also secured a scholarship 
to study for an MPhil Conservation 
leadership at Cambridge University, while 
Divya Narain secured a fully-funded PhD 
at the University of Queensland after 
completing her Fellowship.

This year we were especially delighted 
to have supported Caleb Ofori Boateng’s 
application for a 2019 Whitley award for 
conservation, which he won for his work 
to conserve the Togo Slippery frog (see 
picture below). 

“Peni Lestari’s socio-
economic research on 

shark fishers in Indonesia 
has provided underlying 

data and preliminary 
findings that have helped 
to shape my PhD thesis.”
Hollie Booth, DPhil Candidate, ICCS

Outputs

Biodiversity Fellows have given academic 
seminars, as well as talks to the public. 
They have offered individual guidance 
to students wishing to learn more about 
how to approach the real-world issues 
of biodiversity conservation worldwide, 
and have even provided and supervised 
MSc projects within their conservation 
programmes.

“This Biodiversity Fellowship programme is one of 
the greatest ideas in a research-based conservation.

[...] The programme has empowered our young 
researchers to design and develop a novel method 

and approach to conducting surveys on conservation 
issues. This has contributed not just to organisation 

work, but also supports government in delivering the 
conservation efforts.”

  Sofi Hamid, Wildlife Conservation Society
1Mandimbihasina, A. et al. (2018) The illegal pet trade is driving Madagascar's ploughshare tortoise to extinction, Oryx.
2Wilfred, P.,  Milner-Gulland, E.J., & Travers, H. (2018) Attitudes to illegal behaviour and conservation in western Tanzania, Oryx.  

The future 
The Biodiversity Fellowship programme was originally funded at £5,000 per fellow, 
and envisaged to run for three years, with funding to support nine fellows. We have 
been able to extend it to four years and 25 fellows, through sourcing additional 
funding and keeping costs down. However, more funding is needed, and ideally 
we would like to put the Fellowship programme on a more sustainable footing. 

There is clearly enormous demand for this 
scheme from prospective fellows. This is 
true both for the fellows themselves and 
for the researchers who they interact 
with.  In particular, given the current four 
percent success rate despite the high 
quality of applicants, we would love to 
be able to offer more open competitive 
fellowships, while also being able to 
continue to offer the opportunity to our 
existing collaborators.

As well as continuing our current model, 
we would love to scale it up: We envision 
ICCS acting as a hub for Biodiversity 
Fellowships, that would place fellows 
in research groups throughout the UK 
(and Europe), carefully matching fellows 
with appropriate research groups. We 
would collaborate with colleagues 
in other universities to provide joint 
training and networking opportunities, 
and use the Fellowships to promote 
collaboration between academics and 
conservation practitioners, and between 
conservationists in all sectors. 

Fellows would also use these opportunities 
to develop their own collaborations. 

This has already happened organically: 
among our previous Biodiversity Fellows, 
collaboration ideas were exchanged 
between Ghana and Nepal because they 
were visiting at the same time, and among 
researchers working on illegal wildlife 
trade in several sub-Saharan countries. A 
more structured programme, that kept the 
informal family feel but enabled fellows and 
Oxford researchers to interact in more, and 
different ways, could further incentivise 
these collaborations..

Our vision is to leverage Oxford’s 
research strengths and our advantages 
in terms of access to resources and 
networking opportunities, to support 
those working in conservation to build 
networks and collaborations, and to 
have the time and opportunity to realise 
the potential of their datasets; design 
and test their conservation strategies; 
and develop new ideas. This will benefit 
everyone; researchers, students, the 
wider university, practitioners. Most 
importantly, it will enable more effective 
and sustainable biodiversity conservation 
into the long term. 

“The Fellowship gives 
excellent opportunities for 
researchers to work with 
conservationists doing 
incredible work on the 

ground.”
Diogo Veríssimo, Post-Doctoral 

Researcher, ICCS

Caleb Ofori Boateng, Biodiversity Fellow from Ghana.

Biodiversity Fellows have participated in 
technical workshops and events, for example 
in 2018 Edson Gandiwa took part in a plenary 
panel discussion at the UK Government’s 
international inter-governmental Illegal 
Wildlife Trade Conference in London, and 
he, along with other fellows (Angelo Ramy 
Mandimbihasina, Kofi Amponsah-Mensah, 
Medard Twinamatsiko and Vivienne 
Williams), took an active part in workshops 
and symposia associated with the event. 

Papers have also been initiated during 
the fellows’ visits. For example Angelo 
Ramy1 published ‘The illegal pet trade 
is driving Madagascar’s ploughshare 
tortoise to extinction’, while Paulo Wilfred2 
published ‘Attitudes  to illegal behaviour 
and conservation in western Tanzania’. 
Both in Oryx: the international journal of 
conservation.




