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19th April 2005
IRISH WETLAND ECOLOGIST WINS RUNNER-UP PRIZE AT PRESTIGIOUS UK AWARDS CEREMONY FOR FLAMINGO WORK IN BOTSWANA
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 finalists for the Whitley Awards is Irishman Graham McCulloch, who has won a runner-up prize for his work to conserve Botswana’s Makgadikgadi wetland ecosystem and flamingo habitat.   
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.

Speaking about the Finalists for the 2005 Whitley Awards, Sir David Attenborough, the famous wildlife documentary broadcaster and Trustee of the Whitley Fund for Nature, 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 Finalists 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 have overcome daunting obstacles to emerge as national conservation champions in their countries.”

The Makgadikgadi wetland ecosystem is one of Africa’s largest wetlands and the most important breeding site in southern Africa for greater and lesser flamingos.  Hundreds of thousands of these birds are attracted to the wetland from all over southern Africa and beyond each year to breed. The Makgadikgadi is also a huge natural resource for a large rural community that depends on its water for drinking and subsistence agriculture, its peripheral grasslands for grazing, its soda ash and salt for local industry, as well as its beauty and abundance of birdlife for a growing tourism industry.  
However, the importance of the wetland is what may ultimately be its biggest problem – overuse, lack of sanitation, overgrazing and tourism are all placing growing pressures on the pan.  The impact of the large soda ash mine operating along the pan’s shores is also unknown.
Originally from a small village near Dublin, Ireland, wetland ecologist McCulloch, 31, first came to Makgadikgadi wetland in 1994.  In 2003, he completed a PhD on the ecology of the wetland and its flamingo populations, and McCulloch now aims to co-ordinate a Working Group of local stakeholders to develop the long-term monitoring and conservation of this vital wetland in an effort to conserve its status as an important bird breeding site.
McCulloch has won a runner-up prize worth £10,000 GBP.  To read more about his work, and that of the eight Whitley Award 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. 










