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Russian Wins Top UK Conservation Award from HRH The Princess Royal

Local Russian conservationist, Dmitry Lisitsyn, has won the  UK’ s top conservation award for his work with environmental NGO,  Sakhalin Environment Watch (SEW), established in 1995 to protect the island’s natural environment.

Dmitry received The Whitley Award for Rivers & Wetlands from HRH The Princess Royal at a prestigious ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.

Sakhalin Island, between the far east of Russia and Japan, is one of the last great pristine wilderness areas of Russia with untouched ancient forests and two great river basins. 

However, logging, forest fires, roads, agriculture and overfishing all threaten the area – with the exception of the Pursh Pursh and Vengeri Rivers , crucial spawning grounds for five different species of wild Pacific salmon.  Here, in this last unspolit area, organised poaching gangs and commercial fishing industries now threaten the spawning grounds. 

Since 1994 Shell has been developing an oil and gas extraction project on Sakhalin Island and for nine years Dmitry has led SEW in a battle to ensure the pipelines are not built in environmentally sensitive areas.  Dmitry is deeply committed to the task, and due to his campaigning, the companies have stopped discharge of drilling wastes into the sea on the offshore oil and gas projects around Sakhalin and have adopted “zero discharge” standard for all drilling wastes. 

SEW recently also stopped construction of marine pipelines through the feeding area of endangered Western Gray Whales and introduced the process of environmental impact assessment into forest industry on Sakhalin.  Just this week, whilst in the UK to be interviewed for the Whitley Awards, Dmitry heard the news that SEW has won another of a series of legal battles with Laguna, a commercial fishing company that seeks to achieve rights to exploit the last untouched parts of the island.

Although nine per cent of Sakhalin’s forests are protected on paper nearly all of them are commercially logged and fished. Dmitry’s aim is to create a protected area at Vostochny where local communities will be able to fish but there will be strict prohibition on the commercial use of natural resources. 

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: 

“Dmitry’s dedication and hard work has helped to protect much of Sakhalin’s natural environment – but this last natural part of the island is now under renewed threat.  Vostochny is critical to the island’s wildlife, and important to the island’s local communities.  We are delighted to announce Dmitry as Winner of a Whitley Award, and hope this award will give Dmitry the support and publicity he needs in order to achieve his goals.”
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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)

