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Chilean Scientist wins recognition from HRH The Princess Royal at top UK conservation awards 
Chilean scientist, Dr Cristián Bonacic has won a Whitley Commendation at the UK’s top conservation awards ceremony – the Whitley Awards - for his conservation and animal welfare work in the high Andes. The awards were dominated by Latin American conservationists working across remote and inhospitable parts of the Continent.   Six out of the ten finalists for the Whitley Awards – selected from over 80 applications from around the world - were from Latin America.

Cristián was recognised for his work to save the shy and rare vicuna from decline by HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night.  He will receive a grant to help support his work.

A member of the camel family, vicunas are thought to be the wild ancestors of the alpaca, and are best known for their very expensive and extremely fine wool. Wild vicunas can only be shorn every four years, which is one of the reasons the wool is so expensive. 
It has taken decades to bring the vicuna back from near extinction but demand for their wool remains.  Current policies on managing the vicuna include farming and ranching as well as capturing and shearing wild animals. But this is difficult as the animals are extremely shy and very little is known about how they respond to handling and captivity. The consequences of this have been little studied and way the animals were captured raised concerns for the animal’s welfare and conservation
For the last ten years, Dr Bonacic has been working on solving the practical questions of how to capture and shear the wild vicunas for fibre production in the Andes.  The results have become a model for training local communities and now other Andean communities are now starting management programmes.  If people can rely on vicuna for much of their income, there will be less need for the domestic livestock that overgraze the delicate plains.  

Under the Incas, vicunas were protected by law, although only royalty could wear the soft rich fabric. Uncontrolled poaching began with the Spanish Conquistadores and almost drove the animal to extinction.  In the 1960s Chile and Peru established protected national parks and put a stop to the trade in vicuna wool. Although the numbers have grown they are still listed as threatened and the likelihood that more protected areas will now be created for the vicunas and other Andean species is very remote. Therefore, conservation within farmland has become a priority if the species and the ecosystem are expected to be sustained in the long term. 

Dr Bonacic plans to continue travelling between Andean programmes, running education workshops as well as ensuring that European textile companies using vicuna are inside a Fair Trade scheme.

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 is a well designed conservation project and has the possibility of bringing genuine financial rewards to local communities as well as reducing poaching pressures on this species.  Domestic livestock are harmful to the high altitude Andean plateaus, but the vicuna is here naturally.  If people can rely on vicuna for much of their income, there would be less of a need for the sheep and goats that are overgrazing these delicate plains” 
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. 
