Media Release

Embargo: Thursday May 11th:  00.01 GMT

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

Russian Shor tribe member Alexander Arbachakov has won the  UK’ s top conservation award for his work to conserve the threatened cedar forests of the Shor people in the Kemerovskaya region of Russia.

Alexander received The Whitley Award sponsored by Sting and Trudie Styler from HRH The Princess Royal at a prestigious Ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.

Alexander is a member of the indigenous Shor tribe and is a forestry specialist from Siberia.  He has worked for more than fifteen years to protect the forest home of his people.   The Shor depend on the forest for their livelihoods, food and medicines - especially the Siberian cedar, which they believe is sacred. Yet deforestation has reduced the forests by more than 15 per cent in the past thirty years.  The greatest losses have been at Gornaya Shoriya, where the Shor people live.
The Kemerovskaya Region lies where the Western Siberian Plain meets the mountains of Southern Siberia. A major industrial region, some areas still hold valuable cedar wilderness. One of the most valuable trees a Siberian pine (or a “Siberian cedar”) has got a special place and these forests are home to a wide variety of animals and birds: sables, squirrel, weasel, brown bears, Siberian deer ("maral"), wood grouse and many others.  The forests also contain unique medicinal plants and herbs.

The cedar is a sacred tree to the Shor People and they rarely cut them down.  Used as a revered symbol in indigenous traditional ceremonies, the Shor’s living depends on these disappearing cedar forests.

In 1999 Alexander and other members of the Shor Tribe founded the non-government organization Agency for Research and Protection of Taiga – AIST.  Together they are fighting to conserve the last forest territories of their people.

The Shor have lived for centuries alongside nature without harming it.  Here among the Shor community Alexander now aims to establish a model for the sustainable use of cedar forests which, if it successful, can be extended to other communities to reduce the impact of people on Siberia’s forests.
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. The Awards recognise outstanding work by leading local conservationists whose work is based on sound science, pragmatism, and which fully involves 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. “

Edward Whitley, Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature said: 

“Alexander’s dedication and hard work has helped to create a database of traditional knowledge which shows how the Shor people use their environment without harming biodiversity.  We are delighted to announce Alexander as Winner of a Whitley Award, and hope this award will give him the support and publicity he needs in order to make the database available to other groups across Russia to help conserve the region’s last forests.”
ends

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)

