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19th April 2005
INDIAN NATURE CONSERVATIONISTS SCOOP TWO AWARDS

PRESENTED BY HRH THE PRINCESS ROYAL AT TOP UK AWARD CEREMONY
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 in London.  Of the eight winners to gain the international recognition of a Whitley Award this year, two will be nationals of India.

The winners from India are Dr. Charudutt Mishra for his work to resolve people-snow leopard conflict in the Himalayan high altitudes, and Romulus Whitaker for his innovative work to conserve the rainforests of the Western Ghats by using the king cobra as a flagship species.  Mishra will furthermore be presented with the prestigious overall prize, The Whitley Gold Award, for outstanding conservation work as the applicant who most impressed the Judging Panel.

Since 1994, Whitley Awards have been awarded annually by UK-based conservation charity the Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN), and are now worth GBP £30,000 each.  The Whitley Gold Award that will be presented to Mishra tomorrow night is worth an additional GBP £30,000.  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 why the two Indian Nationals made it to the final stages of the Whitley Awards this year, Sir David Attenborough, the famous wildlife documentary broadcaster and Trustee of WFN, said, “‘India is a country of extraordinary beauty and biodiversity.  The high altitudes of the Himalayas are geographically and biologically miles away from the monsoon forest of the Western Ghats – but both are habitats containing species under great threat, and for which efforts must be made now if they are to be conserved.  

“India is home to over one billion people and what impressed the judges was how both winners are rising to the global challenge of how to protect our natural environment in the face of rising population for the benefit of both wildlife and people’.

Both of the Indian winners are pursuing essential conservation work to halt the decline of some of the world’s most charismatic species and important habitats:

Dr. Charudutt Mishra  -  People & Snow Leopards: wildlife conservation in the Himalayan high altitudes, Spiti-Lahul and Ladakh.
· The massacre of all the tigers in the Sariska Tiger Reserve in Rajasthan in recent months has given added poignancy to the fight to preserve India's remaining big cats.  It is also illustrative of the need to win over local populations in areas bordering wildlife sanctuaries, such as the high altitudes of the Himalayas, the last bastion for the snow leopard.

· Hunted for decades for their fur, and now threatened by a demand for tiger bone substitutes in the Chinese medicine trade, snow leopards are an endangered species.  The leopard shares its home with many other unusual species, including Tibetan argali, ibex and wolf.  These species make the Himalayan high altitudes a special place, but all are under threat from poaching and wildlife trade.

· Traditionally respectful of wildlife, Himalayan local communities are losing their tolerance for the large predators, which take their precious livestock as easy prey.  Mishra is a 34-year-old conservation scientist working to secure a future for Himalayan wildlife by integrating local people with conservation efforts.  He has implemented a simple insurance scheme amongst communities whose livestock are suffering predation from snow leopards to reduce the number of big cats killed in retaliatory hunting.  Since his project began, no snow leopards have been killed in retaliation in the areas where the scheme has been implemented.
· Mishra has won both The Whitley Award sponsored by HSBC, and The Whitley Gold Award, a total of £60,000 GBP.
Romulus Whitaker, The king cobra as a flagship for vanishing rainforests of the Western Ghats, Dakshin Kannad.
· The Western Ghats, which receives almost 10 metres of rain annually, hold immense reptile and amphibian biodiversity, but are being lost to human encroachment as India’s population continues to expand. Some rainforest areas have survived, but lacking charismatic megafauna, it has been hard to establish conservation initiatives here.  
· In a highly innovative approach, naturalised Indian herpetologist Whitaker, 61, is launching a project to establish the Western Ghat’s first rainforest research station and the world’s first king cobra sanctuary. The forest is a stronghold for the king cobra the largest venomous snake in the world and a species which is endangered in India.

· Fascinating, but greatly feared, the king cobra's wide-bodied neck, lethal venom and size - a mature snake can grow as long as 18 feet and stare a six-foot man in the eyes when erect - have led to widespread killing of the reptile, restricting its range to pockets of territories in southeast Asia. Whitaker has for decades worked with Indian schoolchildren to help them develop an appreciation of India’s many reptile species.  Now with funds from the Whitley Fund for Nature he will be able to establish a research station that will act as a centre for education and will enable Indian scientists to initiate long terms studies, previously impossible, in the forest.
· Whitaker has won The Whitley Award sponsored by the Friends of The Whitley Fund for Nature (worth £30,000 GBP).
Six other winners will also receive Whitley Awards of £30,000 each. To read more about the 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. 










