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Balkans Conservationist wins top conservation award from HRH The Princess Royal for work against wildlife poisoning
A Balkans conservationist who has initiated a compensation programme for farmers losing livestock to bears, wolves and birds of prey, has been awarded the UK’s top prize, the Whitley Award.

Emilian Stoynov received The Whitley Award donated by WWF-UK, in memory of Sir Adrian and Lady Holman, from HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at a prominent ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.  It is the first time anyone from Bulgaria has won the Award, which is worth £30,000.
Thirty one year old Emilian works in the mountainous forests of South Western Bulgaria and Eastern Macedonia, still a refuge for species that were once common throughout Europe, such as brown bears and wolves, Imperial eagles and lynx.  His project for compensation for damage caused by wolves and bears is the first attempt of its type in Bulgaria. 

Populations of these wild predators have suffered dramatic declines over the years due to deliberate poisoning. Once common, the Bearded and Black vultures are now extinct in Bulgaria and Macedonia and the other great predator species are threatened by poisoning, which both countries use to control predators.  Many bears are illegally killed by farmers every year for damage to livestock and hundreds of wolves are shot or trapped.
Until the end of Communist rule in 1987, it was government policy in Bulgaria to use poisoned bait. Today, although it is banned under the Bern Convention, farmers still continue to use it, lacing recently killed carcasses.  With their natural wild prey declining, bears, wolves and vultures turn to domestic livestock to survive and the conflict between the wild predators and farmers is increasing.

About 250,000 people in south west Bulgaria and Macedonia are affected by depredation of their livestock. As the market price for a sheep is almost the same as the minimal monthly wage set by the government, and much more than the average pension wage, the conflict between man and predators is understandable.

Emilian and his team work through an NGO - the Fund for the Wild Flora and Fauna (FWFF) – that has developed the compensation system for livestock losses or by providing a direct replacement for the killed animal.  
“If environmentalists want to safeguard the wildlife, they must be expected to provide adequate alternatives”, says Emilian, who is reintroducing traditional mountain shepherd breeds - Karakchan and Sharplaninec guard dogs – by supplying them to farmers. Other methods, such as installing electric fences, are increasing the non-lethal options for local people, to promote peaceful coexistence with wildlife.  He also further training national park rangers, to increase their ability to help local farmers.  Emilian hopes to extend the programme across the border to neighboring Macedonia where local farmers face similar challenges in livestock protection. 
“We can’t be too radical,” says Emilian. “We have to be realistic about peoples’ needs and problems with predators. Paying attention to local people and finding an appropriate way to communicate in their ‘language’, is vital.” 
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, recognizing outstanding efforts by leading local conservationists whose work is based on sound science and which fully involves local communities.

Edward Whitley Founder and Chairman of the Whitley Fund for Nature said:

“This project has made a significant impact since it started five years ago. Emilian has built up an impressive compensatory scheme for local people suffering from livestock losses from wolves.   Large predators are seriously threatened in Europe, but so too are the livelihoods of Bulgarians when wolves attack their flocks.  Emilian is creating a win-win situation for wildlife and people that is very worthy of recognition.” 
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. 
