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19th April 2005
NEPALESE BIRD EXPERT WINS TOP NATURE CONSERVATION AWARD
PRESENTED BY HRH THE PRINCESS ROYAL AT 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 Nepal’s Hem Sagar Baral, who has gained recognition for his work to conserve Nepal’s threatened Phulchowki Mountain Forests of the Central Himalayas and the rich array of birds that live there.  Hem has won The Whitley Award in memory of Daniel Kelly sponsored by The Rufford Maurice Laing Foundation.
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.

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 local people are critical to the success of conservation work.  Through education, research, great personal hardship and above all extreme dedication and commitment, all the Winners have overcome daunting obstacles to emerge as national conservation champions in their countries.”

Founder and Chairman of WFN, Edward Whitley, added, “Hem has long understood the forest’s unique potential for education and income generation.  He hopes that by utilising his Whitley Award to promote Phulchoki as a site for educating the children of Katmandu, and by helping locals see the value of the habitats being lost, a better future for both the mid-hill forests and Kathmandu’s human population will be secured’.
 

The Phulchowki mountain forests lie less than 40 minutes drive from Kathmandu and support a rare endemic bird community and nearly 300 avian species, including two critically endangered species of vulture.  However, despite containing birdlife of global significance, including some species that are found nowhere else, the forests of Nepal face deforestation for fodder and firewood to meet the needs of the city’s population of 2 million people.  Though well known to foreign birdwatchers, the birds of the forest are little understood or appreciated by locals. 

Dr Hem Sagar Baral, 37 and Director of Bird Conservation Nepal (BCN), has studied the Phulchowki forests for the last 15 years and is working with leading conservation NGOs  including RSPB, as well as Whitley Fund for Nature, to engage local people.  By involving the community in the monitoring of forest biodiversity and in other conservation activities, Baral is teaching local people about the forest’s biological importance whilst also demonstrating how it can provide sustainable incomes through recreational ecotourism.  As a result, locals are showing new interest in the management of their natural resources, through which they have the opportunity to alleviate poverty and develop income generating activities that will not further destroy the forest.
At the age of 12, Baral ran away from home in search of work.  Through luck, he found himself in Chitwan National Park and discovered he was an excellent birdwatcher. He became a bird guide and made a living helping many foreign tourists explore the amazing variety of special birds found in the forests, grasslands and rivers. Now an expert on the forest and its birds, Baral is committed to preserving this unique ecosystem.
Baral’s project is generating much excitement for improved bird conservation in Kathmandu Valley.  His efforts have gained him the support of the Crown Prince Paras Bir Bikram Shah Dev, Chair of the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conservation, who shares Baral’s desire to protect Nepal’s Important Bird Areas.
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. 










