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Shark Tagger wins top conservation award from HRH The Princess Royal for work to protect hammerheads 
A Colombian marine biologist who is passionate about sharks and dives alongside them tagging deep water shark species, has won the UK’s top conservation prize, the Whitley Award.
Sandra Bessudo received The Whitley Award, donated by Natasha and George Duffied, from HRH The Princess Royal and Sir David Attenborough at a ceremony at London’s Royal Geographical Society last night. The award is worth £30,000.  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.
Sandra is a biologist, professional diver and specialist on deep water sharks.   Since 1989, she has been working to protect the mega-diverse water of Malpelo Island, in Colombia. The island was completely unprotected until ten years ago.  Over fishing threatened the sharks, and pollution was destroying bird nesting areas.

The island is protected today largely through the efforts of Sandra and her team.  She was pivotal to efforts that made Malpelo a National Protected Area in1995 and became Director of National Parks for the region.  In 1999 she established the Malpelo Foundation, dedicated to preserving Colombian marine diversity.  
About 500 kms off the Colombian coast, the island has no harbour or running water and is uninhabited other than by a half a dozen soldiers, yet it is one of the top diving sites in the world and every year about 500 people come here to dive with sharks.  Known for its populations of hammerhead shark, whale shark and tuna it is one of the few places in the world where the rare short-nosed ragged toothed shark has been spotted. Nine years ago Sandra Bessudo discovered a new species of deep water shark here, Odontaspis ferox, highlighting how little is know about it.
Lack of knowledge about the island and its sharks has made it very difficult to create management laws that help protect these species or to know how important they are to marine ecosystems.  A major focus of Sandra’s work has been the use of satellite and acoustic telemetry - tracking systems - and shark tagging.  Tagging sharks is not easy but by using the telemetry, Sandra is learning how sharks use the waters around Malpelo and the whole of the eastern Pacific, during their migrations.
Sandra has focused her research on species distribution, population dynamics, reproduction, and behaviour in order to understand more about the most vulnerable species of the marine ecosystem.  She is utilising this research to develop educational materials for the coastal community, the Columbian Government and Navy, and to update to the existing inventory of Malpelo Island’s marine biodiversity.
Malpelo was declared a World Heritage Site in 2006 and is the ninth largest Marine Proteced Area in the world at 857,150 ha.  It is also the largest no-fishing zone in the Eastern Tropical Pacific.  Despite the ecological value of the island, with only two boats to control illegal fishing there is little effective protection.  The biggest problem is illegal artisanal and industrial fishing within and around the protected zone. Hand, seine and long-line fishing (with 1,500 to 5,000 hooks per line) are used to overfish all commercial species and they cause much destructive by-catch of sharks. 

Sandra now hopes to train a team of marine park rangers to assist her in her research and monitoring work, and to carry out workshops for the local fishing community and schools based on updated information.   She is also committed to including Malpelo in a new marine corridor initiative, which if successful, will create a vast marine park without political boundaries for the conservation of the Eastern Tropical Pacific.
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
“Sandra’s work aims to gain a better understanding of a marine ecosystem and was vital in getting Malpelo confirmed a World Heritage Site.   She is now tagging sharks and collecting data to help in the establishment of a marine corridor for the whole of the Eastern Tropical Pacific.  What she wants to do is difficult - technical and expensive - but it is also what is needed for effective conservation of our seas. “  

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. 
