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19th April 2005
COLOMBIAN LAWYER WINS TOP CONSERVATION AWARD
PRESENTED BY HRH THE PRINCESS ROYAL AT UK CEREMONY
HRH The Princess Royal will tomorrow announce the winners of the UK’s top conservation prize - The Whitley Award – to a packed audience at the Royal Geographical Society, London.  Among the eight winners is Colombian lawyer, Alberto Gómez-Mejía, who has won The Whitley Award sponsored by The William Brake Charitable Trust in recognition of his ambitious work to save 2,500 native Colombian plants threatened with extinction.  
Since 1994, Whitley Awards have been awarded annually by UK-based conservation charity the Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN), and are now worth GBP £30,000 each.  The Awards are one of the largest nature conservation awards available and recognise outstanding work by conservation leaders around the world fighting to safeguard the planet’s resources and wildlife.  WFN gave GBP £1 million in Awards and Grants last year.

Speaking about the Winners of the 2005 Whitley Awards, Sir David Attenborough, the famous wildlife documentary broadcaster and Trustee of the WFN, said, “People and their activities are often depicted as the cause of degradation to wilderness areas, but so too are they part of the solution.  The Whitley Award Winners are geographically isolated from each other, but all demonstrate how it is local people who are critical to the success of conservation work.  Through education, research, great personal hardship and above all extreme dedication and commitment, all the Award Winners have overcome daunting obstacles to emerge as national conservation champions in their countries.”

Many Colombians remain unaware that their country is a place of great floral biodiversity, home to approximately 40,000 plant species and almost 20% of the world’s total flora diversity.  Many of these plants, as well as being naturally scarce, are also highly valuable for their medicinal and nutritional properties and other potential commercial uses. 
Despite this, the rate of destruction of Colombia’s natural forests is a startling 600,000 hectares per year, which means a loss of almost 3 acres per minute, day and night. It is feared many species of plants are being lost before even having been discovered.  As the forests are cut for timber and land cleared for livestock and cultivation, scientists estimate that no less than 2,500 Colombian plant species are in danger of extinction.

In the face of these somber facts, Alberto Gómez-Mejía, 56, is leading a national conservation programme to prevent the extinction of many of the useful and endangered native plants of Colombia.  A lawyer by training with specialisation in socioeconomic science, Gómez-Mejía has helped develop Colombian environmental protection legislation, and is involved at a high level in Colombia’s leading Biological Research Institute.
Gómez-Mejía’s strategy is to cultivate native plant species which are of use to local communities to establish genetic collections which can then be propagated for cultivation in 17 Colombian botanic gardens and associated back-up collections on public and private lands across the country.  
As well as being a genetic store for plants threatened in the wild, the plants will also be used to support sustainable development initiatives.  Once propagated, the plants will generate incomes for local peoples without further depleting wild stocks of economically valuable plants.  In combination with a campaign to help raise public awareness about the importance of Colombia’s wild plants at a local level, and the need for conservation action, Gómez-Mejía is confident that the project can make a difference.    
Seven other winners will also receive Whitley Awards of £30,000 each. To read more about the winners, please visit the Whitley Fund for Nature website at www.whitleyaward.org
- Ends -
For further information including speeches, photos of the award winners’ work, interviews with the winners and further background about the Whitley Awards, please contact Georgina Ponder, WFN Manager on +44 (0) 20 7602 3443, email: georgina@whitleyaward.org .

Notes to Editors:  
· The Whitley Fund for Nature is a low-cost, high-impact UK based charity offering a wide range of Awards and Grants to outstanding nature conservationists around the world.  WFN raised and distributed £1 million last year.

· WFN locates some of the world’s most dynamic conservation leaders and recognise them through Whitley Awards of up to £30,000, now amongst the most high profile of conservation prizes. The Whitley Awards were established in 1994 by Edward Whitley and are designed to support passionate individuals who are committed to precipitating long-lasting conservation benefits on the ground through projects founded on good science, community involvement and pragmatism.

· Of the Whitley Award winners selected each year, one recipient goes on to also win the prestigious Gold Award, worth an additional £30,000.  The Whitley Awards Ceremony, hosted by our patron, HRH The Princess Royal, is held annually at the Royal Geographical Society in London, and takes place in April. 










