
Atmospheric detective receives Volvo Environment Prize award for 2015

Press release from the Volvo Environment Prize, Oct 21, 2015

Henning Rodhe, Professor of Chemical Meteorology at Stockholm University, Sweden, 
receives the Volvo Environment Prize 2015 for his contributions to the understanding of the 
world’s atmosphere. His pioneering work explains how gases and particles are transported 
and deposited and how they affect climate, ecosystems and human health.

Particles and other air pollutants are still a major threat to human health. The formation of so 
called atmospheric brown clouds is one of the research topics in which professor Henning Rodhe 
has been involved in recent years. Atmospheric brown clouds are a by-product of road traffic, 
slash-and-burn agriculture, coal fired power plants, and cooking on dung or wood fires. They are 
most pronounced in Asia, where they can dramatically reduce sunlight and influence regional 
climate. The particles in atmospheric brown clouds can penetrate the lungs and are estimated to 
kill some three million people a year, globally.  

When Henning Rodhe started his scientific work in the early 1970s there was little knowledge on 
how particles and gases were formed and transported in the atmosphere. In fact, when he and re-
search colleagues suggested that acidification in lakes and forest soils in Norway and Sweden was 
caused in part by emissions from coal-fired power plants in Great Britain, they were met with 
disbelief and dismissed. But later, other scientists confirmed their results, policy and regulations 
were changed and emissions cut.

Henning Rodhe’s research can be described to some extent as detective work, combining data 
collection with scientific theories and fieldwork. He has demonstrated that long-range transpor-
tation, as for mercury and radioactive fallout, is more widespread than previously believed. The 
atmosphere can carry particles a very long way, and the fallout and environmental problems can 
occur where not expected. The recent severe air pollution affecting regions in South East Asia, 
caused by slash-and-burn in Indonesia, is one example of that.
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Guardian of the Amazon receives the Volvo Environment Prize

Brazilian scientist Professor Carlos Nobre is the Volvo Environment Prize laureate for 2016. He 
gains the award for his pioneering efforts in the understanding and protection of the Amazon, 
one of the Earth´s most important ecosystems.

The Amazon rainforests are among the richest regions on earth in terms of biodiversity. Between 
10 and 15 percent of all the species found on land live there and the woodlands store between 
100 - 120 billion tonnes of carbon. The Amazon rain generates about 15 percent of all fresh water 
that flows into the world’s oceans. So the Amazon has a significant impact on biodiversity and 
climate.

– Carlos Nobre has played a pre-eminent role over several decades in research into the Amazon 
rainforest, including cutting edge research in Earth system science, says the jury of the Volvo 
Environment Prize in its motivation for the 2016 award.

For years there has been grave concern about the deforestation of the Amazon and the conver-
sion of rainforests into pasture for livestock or for large-scale cultivation of crops. But develop-
ment has slowed, and deforestation has fallen by nearly 80 percent over the last 10 years.  New 
ventures in cattle farming or agriculture in rainforest areas have dropped considerably.

– It is a combination of new legislation, tougher regulations and law enforcement, but the redu-
ced profitability of exploitation has also contributed to the change, says Carlos Nobre.

He warns that logging is still at a high level, and may transform areas of rainforest into more sa-
vanna-like conditions, seriously affecting the role that the Amazon has in the global ecosystem. If 
warming in the Amazon exceeds 4°C or more, or if more than 40 % of the forest area is clear cut, 
a tipping point could be reached and forest dieback may become irreversible.



 However, the current trend is hopeful, he says, and highlights a new role for the Amazon.

– It is perhaps the last place you would expect an industrial revolution to take place, but this 
could very well be the future for the largest tropical forest in the world.

Tapping the Amazon’s current biodiversity - countless living organisms, plants, animals and inse-
cts – using the latest technological advances can lead to a new industrial revolution according to 
Carlos Nobre. 

– The world is undergoing a high-speed transformation driven by innovations in artificial intel-
ligence, robotics, nanotechnology, synthetic biology, DNA editing and bio mimicry to name but 
a few. By preserving the rich and vast resources of the Amazon and combining them with this 
new technology, we can actually see a new future for the Amazon and its inhabitants, says Carlos 
Nobre.

– Science is making rapid progress in understanding how things are created in nature, how they 
behave and function, and processes that took million of years to evolve. In the medium and long 
term, we can envision a vast number of innovations arising from the tropical forest, in Brazil and 
elsewhere.

Besides his long academic career Professor Carlos Nobre in 2011 was appointed Secretary for Po-
licy and Research at the Ministry of Science and Technology in Brazil. In 2013 the UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki Moon appointed Carlos Nobre to his newly created Scientific Advisory Board.

For more information about the Volvo Environment Prize and this year’s winner, please contact 
the chairman of the jury, Professor Will Steffen, Fenner School of Environment and Society, 
Australian National University, e-mail: will.steffen@anu.edu.au
Phone: +61 2 6125 4588

The Volvo Environment Prize was founded in 1988 and has become one of the world’s most prestigious environmental 
prizes. It is awarded annually to people who have made outstanding scientific discoveries within the area of the environ-
ment and sustainable development. The prize consists of a diploma, a glass sculpture and a cash sum of SEK 1.5 million 
and will be presented at a ceremony in Stockholm on 30 November 2016.

For more information about the 2016 laureate and the Volvo Environment Prize:  www.environment-prize.com


