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SNOW LEOPARD CONSERVATIONIST RECEIVES TOP UK AWARD FROM HRH THE PRINCESS ROYAL FOR WORK TO SAVE INDIA’S LAST BIG CATS
HRH The Princess Royal will today announce the overall winner of the UK’s top conservation prize - The Whitley Gold Award – as Dr. Charudutt Mishra of India for his work to save the last snow leopards of the Himalayan high altitudes from extinction.  

Since 1994, Whitley Awards have been awarded annually by UK-based conservation charity the Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN).  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.

Dr. Charudutt Mishra will be awarded the Whitley Gold Award - the top award worth £60,000 – tonight before a packed audience at the Royal Geographical Society in London for his work to resolve people-snow leopard conflict in the Himalayan high altitudes.  The Ceremony is compered by the wildlife documentary broadcaster and Trustee of the WFN, Sir David Attenborough.
Speaking about the 2005 Whitley Award Winners and why they impressed the Judging Panel, Edward Whitley, Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature, said, “We short-listed 10 finalists who have joined us in London this week from as far afield as Patagonia; Nepal; India; Belize; Colombia; Mexico; Costa Rica and Africa.  What impressed the panel most was their collective understanding of the vital need to incorporate local people in efforts to conserve wildlife. 
“All the winning projects blend science, practical conservation and livelihood development to great effect, and Charu’s project is a great example of this.  He has had marked success with his project work in the Himalayan high altitudes, reducing the numbers of snow leopards killed as a result of growing tensions between predators and local communities.  But more that this, he has also set up his own NGO with other very capable young Indian conservationists who are spear heading efforts to protect wildlife and habitats across India.  His innovation and drive have already made a big difference to the prospects for snow leopard survival and we are excited to see Charu’s work develop further over years to come.”
Mishra has won both The Whitley Award sponsored by HSBC, and The Whitley Gold Award, worth a combined £60,000 GBP, for his project entitled ‘People & Snow Leopards: wildlife conservation in the Himalayan high altitudes’. 

The massacre of all the tigers in the Sariska Tiger Reserve in Rajasthan in recent months has given added poignancy to the fight to preserve India's remaining big cats.  It is also illustrative of the need to win over local populations in areas bordering wildlife sanctuaries, such as the high altitudes of the Himalayas, one of the last bastions for the snow leopard.
Hunted for decades for their fur, and now threatened by a demand for tiger bone substitutes in the Chinese medicine trade, snow leopards are an endangered species.  The leopard shares its home with many other unusual species, including Tibetan argali, ibex and wolf, all of which are also under threat.  
Mishra is a 34-year-old conservation scientist working to secure a future for Himalayan wildlife by integrating local people with conservation efforts.  He has implemented a simple insurance scheme amongst communities whose livestock are suffering predation from snow leopards to reduce the number of big cats killed in retaliatory hunting.  Mishra is changing attitudes, and since his project began, no snow leopards have been killed in retaliation in the areas where the scheme has been implemented.  

Seven further outstanding conservation leaders will receive a Whitley Award of £30,000. They include:

Nicole Auil, BELIZE

Strengthening the recovery of the Antillean Manatee

· An unusual elephant-like marine mammal, that can grow up to 13 ft long and can weigh as much as 3,000 pounds, only 1,000 Antillean manatees remain in the wild in Belize.  Unfortunately, manatees are gentle and slow moving, making them vulnerable to fatal boat strikes and accidental capture in fishermen’s nets. 
· Belize is a centre of growing tourism, which brings economic hope to depressed costal communities, but could spell doom for the manatees.  Over 25% of annual Antillean manatee deaths in Belize are caused by boat traffic.

· Auil is working with the local community and Government to help implement speed restrictions and develop ecotourism activities that do not harm the manatees.  

Dr. Hem Sagar Baral, NEPAL

Conservation of endemic birds: participatory conservation in Phulchoki forest

· The Phulchoki mountain forests of Nepal contain rich birdlife found nowhere else.  However, the forests also lie less than 40 minutes drive from Kathmandu City are being destroyed for fodder and firewood to meet the needs of the city’s 2 million people.

· The Maoist insurgency has disrupted communities across Nepal and caused the closure of 700 schools, but Baral is continuing to introduce environmental education in Kathmandu Valley to help teach people how the forests are more valuable standing than as firewood.  The forests already attract large numbers of tourists each year.
· Baral, 37, is striving to obtain better protection for Nepal’s Important Bird Areas and has the support of Crown Prince Paras Bir Bikram Shah Dev, Chair of the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conservation
Didiher Chacón-Chaverri, COSTA RICA

A Sea Turtle conservation program for the South Caribbean

· Leatherback, hawksbill and green sea turtles all nest on Costa Rican beaches, and are endangered due to poaching, habitat loss, and accidental catch in fishing nets.  
· Despite the area’s critical importance, as recently as 1984, impoverished costal Costa Rican communities were killing all nesting turtles and removing eggs for consumption and sale. Today, due to Chacón-Chaverri’s work, most of the eggs laid each year, and the turtles that lay them, are left undisturbed by local people
· Marine biologist Chacón-Chaverri, 40, has helped the community find new ways of making an income and is now working internationally to protect turtles from illegal trade and accidental death in fishing nets.

Alberto Gómez-Mejía, COLOMBIA

Saving the endangered and useful native plants of Colombia

· Colombia is home to over 20% of the world’s plant species, many of which are unknown to science, but despite this the forests are being destroyed at a rate of 600,000 hectares per year, which means a loss of almost 3 acres per minute, day and night.
· Scientists estimate 2,500 Colombian plant species are in danger of extinction.  Gómez-Mejía, 56, is a lawyer leading an ambitious initiative to implement a national endangered plant conservation programme in collaboration with 17 botanic gardens across Colombia.

· As well as being a genetic store for rare species, the cultivated native plants will be made available to generate incomes for local peoples without further depleting wild stocks. 

Gonzalo Merediz-Alonso, MEXICO

Conservation and community development in Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve 
· Sian Ka'an is an immensely biodiverse region and one of the largest protected areas in Mexico, containing one of the largest and most pristine wetlands in MesoAmerica, as well as a high biodiversity of species, many of which are endemic and endangered.  Jaguar, jabiru stork, tapir, manatee, crocodiles, sea turtles, howler monkeys and many species of coral, can all be found here.  It is also home to the Mayan people.
· However, low income and quality of life is forcing the Maya to leave their ancestoral homes in Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve every year for slums in Mexico’s cities. 

· Merediz-Alonso, 36, is helping the Mayan generate additional income with their traditional skills, empowering them to safeguard community resources and protect their ancestral lands, instead of leaving the reserve vulnerable to development by outsiders.
Andrés Novaro, ARGENTINA

A Mega-Landscape for conservation of the threatened wildlife of Patagonia

· Huge herds of guanacos, a relative of the llama, and small ostrich-like rheas once roamed the wilderness steppe of Patagonia, but today their populations are fragmented and this rare habitat is under threat from oil exploration activities.
· Novaro, 42, is working with locals and government agencies, as well as oil companies, to close the disused exploration trails that scar the landscape and which have opened it up to illegal sport poaching.
· Novaro is determined to establish where the critical migration routes for these endangered species lie, and to free them from human disturbance across an area the size of Wales to enable the region’s many unique species, including puma and condor, to survive.

Romulus Whitaker, INDIA

The king cobra as a flagship for vanishing rainforests of the Western Ghats

· The Western Ghats, India’s lush rainforest, holds immense reptile and amphibian biodiversity, but is being lost to human encroachment. 
· Lacking charismatic tigers, it has been hard to establish conservation initiatives here, but the area is a stronghold for king cobras, the largest venomous snake in the world.
· In a highly innovative approach, naturalised Indian herpetologist Whitaker, 61, is launching a project to establish the Western Ghat’s first rainforest research station and the world’s first King Cobra Sanctuary. 

- Ends -

For further information including speeches and photos of the award winners’ work, or to arrange an interview, please contact Georgina Ponder, WFN Manager on 020 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. 

