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MEXICAN RESEARCHER WINS TOP NATURE CONSERVATION AWARD SPONSORED BY STING & TRUDIE STYLER AT PRESTIGIOUS UK 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, London.  Among the eight winners is Mexican national Gonzalo Merediz-Alonso, who has won the Whitley Award sponsored by Sting & Trudie Styler in recognition of his work with Mayan communities in Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve.

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 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.  

The Whitley Award sponsored by Sting and Trudie Styler is given to recognise nature conservation projects that are community based. The Award is aimed at those whose work is equally concerned with human rights and the environment, treating each as inseparable from the other.

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

The 1.6 million acre Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve - a Caribbean paradise of coral reef, pristine wetlands and extraordinary tropical forests - is one of Mexico’s largest protected areas and is designated as both a UNESCO World Heritage and RAMSAR site. A high biodiversity of species, including Jaguar, jabiru stork, tapir, manatee, crocodiles, sea turtles, howler monkeys and many species of coral, can all be found here.  It is also the setting of the two thousand year old Mayan culture and 25 ancient Mayan ruins.  

For the past 12 years, 36 year old Gonzalo Merediz-Alonso has worked with local environmental organization Amigos de Sian Ka’an (ASK) to develop collaboration strategies with the Maya to promote the sustainable use of natural resources.  Through helping the Maya generate additional income, they are being empowered to safeguard community resources and protect their ancestral lands through environmental stewardship, instead of leaving the reserve vulnerable to development by outsiders.  By encouraging the use of traditional skills such as embroidery, furniture carving, medicinal plant use and honey making, Merediz-Alonso and his team are helping the Mayan culture survive whilst developing income generating activities that do not harm the environment.  
Born in Mexico City, the largest city in the world, it is perhaps surprising that Merediz-Alonso decided to study biology.  But, drawn to wildlife and Mexico’s vast landscapes, in 1992, he came to Sian Ka’an in the Yucatan Peninsula to work with ASK.  Today, by consolidating the market for locally-made products, and improving quality control, Merediz-Alonso is supporting the Maya’s activities, and promoting an information exchange between producers that is allowing local people to diversify and improve their profits.  The Mayan have been negatively affected by the economic competition that has arisen in recent years as large numbers of non-Mayan people continue to migrate to the area from other parts of Mexico.  Mayan people have in turn begun to commute to the cities in search of work.  Gonzalo wants to give the indigenous communities the opportunity to stay in their homeland be showing them how they can hold on to and even raise profits in these changing times.
Merediz-Alonso is committed to finding a future for the Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve which not only incorporates, but depends on the Mayan people’s intimate knowledge of the forest and their unique culture. Through building capacity and incorporating a strong environmental education program, he and his team at ASK are succeeding in reducing the number of Mayan people forced to abandon the forests to migrate to Mexico’s cities from lack of income and quality of life.  
Seven 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. 










