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Colombian scientist working to halt killing of river dolphins wins Gold from HRH The Princess Royal at top UK conservation awards
Colombian conservationist, Dr Fernando Trujillo, is the overall winner of the UK’s top conservation prize for his work to conserve South America’s pink river dolphins.  

Fernando won both the Whitley Award sponsored by HSBC Holdings and the Whitley Gold Award for his ambitious conservation programme along the Amazon River and its tributaries in Bolivia, Perú and Ecuador.
Only 10 conservationists were shortlisted for the Awards from more than 80 applications from around the world.  Six of the finalists were from South America.  Fernando was selected from among the shortlist to be named overall winner.  He received both his awards –  worth a total of £60,000 of funding over two years  - from HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.  

One of South America’s flagship species, River dolphins, are now among the world’s most endangered cetaceans.  Recent studies show the Pink River Dolphins endemic to the Amazon and Orinoco basins face a new threat, they are being deliberately killed for export as fishing bait to catch scavenger fish such as catfish in Colombia.  
For thousands of years the people of the Amazon and this wild species lived in harmony but today mounting fisheries in the Amazon River system, and the use of dolphins as bait, combined with pollution and habitat loss, means they have become extremely threatened.

Working with a team of young South American scientists, Dr Trujillo leads an ambitious programme of conservation in the Amazon and Orinoco basins, conducting systematic research along the Amazon River and its tributaries in Bolivia, Perú and Ecuador to estimate river dolphin numbers. 

Currently there are no governmental initiatives to protect endangered species in these river basins and Dr Trujillo hopes that dolphin watching and other sustainable economic activities could strongly help to promote conservation of river dolphins as well as giant otters, manatees, turtles and caimans, at the same time providing important economic alternatives for local people. 

Edward Whitley, Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature said: 
“Each year it seems that the Whitley candidates grow stronger and the decisions become more difficult to make. This year is no exception. Yet the scale and ambition of Fernando’s work in Colombia is notable. He has overcome many barriers.   As well as researching threatened species such as the pink river dolphin, he is engaging people in the Amazon basin, working closely with fishermen, and even working supermarkets.  Without his work, we would not even be aware of the threat the Colombian catfish industry poses river dolphins. “

The Whitley Awards ceremony was dominated by Latin American conservationists of whom six were among last night’s finalists. 

The seven other Whitley Award Winners were (up to £30,000 each):
Bolivian biologist, Erika Cuellar, who received The Whitley Award donated by Sting and Trudie Styler her work in the Bolivian Gran Chaco working on the critically endangered Chacoan guanaco. Erika’s work is unique in that for ten years she has worked with local indigenous people, the Isoseno, training them as professional field researchers to help them take on a great responsibility – management of their traditional lands and adjacent National Park.  They are the first indigenous group to propose and successfully administer a Bolivian National Park.
Colombian marine biologist, Sandra Bessudo, won the Whitley Award donated by Natasha and George Duffied, for her work on Shark Conservation at Malpelo Island in the Eastern Tropical Pacific.  Sandra’s dedication to this mega diverse marine area was pivotal to the successful designation of Malpelo Island as a World Heritage Site last year.
Bolivian biologist, Dr. Luis Aguirre won the Whitley Award in Memory of Daniel Kelly, donated by the Rufford Maurice Laing Foundation for Bat Conservation in Bolivia where, working with an army of volunteers, he and his team have increased the known bat species for Bolivia from 106 to 122 and run an education program demonstrating how people can coexist with the tiny mammals rather than destroying their roosts. 
Dr. Karen Aghababyan from Armenia won the Whitley Award donated by The Friends of the Whitley Fund for Nature. Dr Aghababyan has made birds popular in Armenia, teaching bird identification courses in English, Russian and Armenian.  Using the White Stork as a flagship species, he has launched ‘Nest neighbours’, working with farmers and villagers to increase public understanding of storks and their declining wetland habitat.  
Ukrainian Bohdan Prots won the Whitley Award donated by the Shears Foundation, for his work for his work identifying and protecting the hidden forest species in Eastern Europe’s little-known riverine forests of Transcarpathia, in the western Ukraine.  Parts of the forest contain trees that are 250 years old, but they are threatened by logging and plans to develop the area by draining the wetlands.
Emilian Stoynov from Bulgaria won the Whitley Award donated by WWF-UK in memory of Sir Adrian and Lady Holman, for his work in building up a compensation fund for farmers suffering livestock losses from wolves and other predators. Farmers use illegal poisons to indiscriminately control wildlife, and Emilian’s project is the project is the first of its kind in Bulgaria working to increase the non-lethal options for local people, to promote peaceful coexistence with wildlife 

Chinese ornithologist, Guo Yu Min won the Whitley Award donated by the William Brake Charitable Trust for his work conserving the secretive Hooded Crane.

Five years ago Guo started to work alongside Russian conservationists to build up relationships with ornithologists and nature reserve managers there.  He is working to establish cooperation across the Russian-Chinese border to learn more about the cranes and their declining wetland habitat in this remote mountain area.
The two Whitley Commendation Winners were (up to £10,000 each):

Chilean scientist, Dr Cristián Bonacic won a Whitley Commendation in recognition of his work to save the shy and rare vicuna from decline in the Andes.  Cristián leads an innovative project that teaches local people in Chile, Argentina and beyond how to shear the wild vicuna alive and protect it from poaching.
Brazilian zoologist, Dr Silvio Marchini won a Whitley Commendation in recognition of his work with young people in Brazil to respect the Amazon Rainforest.  Through his education programme, Escola da Amazonia, he is changing attitudes in both Brazil’s towns and agricultural frontier about what the future should be for development of the rainforest.
All finalists were commended for their conservation work by HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at a distinguished ceremony held at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.  

Since 1994 the Whitley Awards have been awarded annually. They are worth up to £30,000 each and are one of the largest nature conservation awards available. The Awards are designed to recognise outstanding work by leading local conservationists whose work are based on sound science and fully involve local communities.

Editors Notes:

1. For media enquiries, please contact Cherry Farrow 07739 573932
2. For photographs of species, winners receiving their Whitley 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 international conservation charity that recognises some of the world’s leading conservationists.  The Whitley Awards are given to support science based conservation work that also benefits local communities www.whitleyaward.org  for press releases on all the 2007 Award Winners
5. Whitley Awards are worth up to £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 Patron HRH Princess Royal and Trustee Sir David Attenborough, the Whitley Awards Ceremony is held annually at the Royal Geographical Society in London. 
