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‘Managing land and water together is going to be key to reversing land degradation worldwide. Wetlands are critical for people and ecosystems. This has become crystal clear in dryland areas, such as around Lake Chad and the Aral Sea. The collapse of these wetland ecosystems has adversely affected the land, biological diversity and the well-being of the people. Water Lands presents a compelling and urgent call to action by all.’

Ibrahim Thiaw

Executive Secretary, UN Convention to Combat Desertification

‘Water Lands is exceptional because it shines a light on the importance of understanding how water systems have shaped nature, cultures and economies. Through stories and evidence from wetlands the world over, Water Lands points out how these relationships have changed and how problems can be resolved by empowering local people as central players in harnessing water and nature to secure a more resilient future.’

David Nabarro

Special Advisor to the United Nations Secretary General on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and Climate Change

‘Wetlands are the vital organs of a living planet. They nurse life, stabilize the climate, and anchor the water cycle locally and globally. But, as Water Lands makes plain wetlands are precious beyond carbon storage or biodiversity improvement. The examples show us the possibility that we might reverse the destruction of wetlands and of ecosystems generally. That destruction is as old as civilization. Might we forge a different kind of civilization embodying reverence for soil and forests, animals and plants, water and land – and the wetlands where they all meet?’

Charles Eisenstein

Author and Speaker

‘Water Lands is a timely intervention and should stir people into action. In particular, to find more equitable ways of sharing water. Each chapter directs attention to the much-needed re-orientation between rapid economic development and long-term prosperity. Wetland communities, among other indigenous people and the ecosystems they depend on, need more support in conserving the environment for their long-term prosperity and peace.’

Ikal Ang’elei

Director, Friends of Lake Turkana


FOREWORD

WATER LANDS

Where water meets land, life abounds. From the tundra mires to the temperate swamps, tropical forested rivers, desert oases, and deltas, it’s the dynamic interaction of water and land that matters. Wetlands adorn, connect, and permeate our landscapes, storing and regulating water and providing vital stepping stones for migratory water birds.

From my early days as an ecologist, these magical ecosystems were the obvious choice for my focus and conservation efforts. But traditional conservation approaches have proven inadequate to save them. I have witnessed decades of draining, taming, conversion, and fragmentation and now see wetland natural resources being hotly contested, on the frontline as humans demand more water, food, and energy. In many places, water scarcity as well as rising floods are placing a limit on development and endangering peace. As risks related to devastating floods increase, the benefits of investing in wetlands as climate buffers, and as a basis for food security and equitable development, are increasingly recognized. But in terms of global wetland recovery, we are still settling into the starting blocks. Science is an insufficient basis for driving action. Accelerating the necessary change will depend on people revering and valuing wetlands more.

After meeting Fred Pearce some years ago at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC, following his impassioned speech about the tragedy of the Aral Sea and other wetlands of the world, I knew instantly that we should work together. His storytelling reportage has since helped Wetlands International explain to a wider audience how enabling communities to better manage wetlands can improve their well-being and build resilience across whole landscapes. Over recent years, we have discussed the need for a book which would help to lift and refresh the image of wetlands and serve as a call to action.

With Water Lands, we bring you stories, images and examples from wetlands around the world which reveal what is really happening and what is at stake in future choices. We aim to instil a sense of urgency and also hope. Most of all, we aim to inspire you to follow, support, and join efforts that will result in a turnaround for wetlands, their nature, and peoples.

Jane Madgwick

Chief Executive Officer, Wetlands International
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The Garden of Eden, a Christian image of paradise, may have been based on the Mesopotamian Marshes in modern-day Iraq.



INTRODUCTION

everlasting swamps

‘Everything here depends on the water, but the government is taking our water. They are giving it to foreign farmers. The lakes don’t fill properly now.’ Daouda Sanankoua, Mayor of Deboye in Mali, was describing the plight of his constituents in the heart of the Inner Niger Delta, on the edge of the Sahara Desert. Their water, collecting in a wetland the size of Belgium, once nurtured a great civilization around the fabled city of Timbuktu. Today, two million people depend on its fish, and its waters washing across croplands and pastures. Millions of European birds migrate to the delta each winter. But dams upstream are diverting water away from the delta. ‘The wind is driving sand into our village,’ said one of Sanankoua’s people. ‘Most of our fields are gone.’1

With another dam awaiting construction, hydrologists say that soon every year on the delta could be a drought year. Yet the people here are fighting the encroaching desert. They are planting trees and grasses, channelling water to fields, creating vegetable gardens, and digging fish ponds. Not a drop of water must go to waste, they say. They want the dams upstream to be managed to allow the delta to continue to flood each wet season. Without the annual flood, the prognosis for the wetland, its people and its birdlife, is bad. As Sanankoua put it, ‘a wetland is nothing without its water.’

From the peat bogs of Ireland to the bayous of Louisiana; from the flooded forests of Cambodia to the permafrost of Siberia; from the mangroves of the Ganges Delta to the ‘everlasting swamps’ of the Nile; and from the marshes of the Brazilian Pantanal to the boggy upland pastures of Tibet, wetlands are in-between and ever-changing worlds. Sometimes wet and sometimes dry, sometimes land and sometimes water, sometimes saline and sometimes fresh; they change character with the seasons, or may lie dormant for decades before bursting into life.

The Bible says that God created the world by dividing the land from the water. If so, He forgot about wetlands. For in wetlands rivers have no fixed banks, water oozes through soil, and silty soil courses through water. Fish live in trees and land mammals swim for their lives. Yet despite their ephemeral and contradictory nature, wetlands are our planet’s richest natural resource. Wetlands have extraordinary natural abundance. And that abundance helps make our world. Fertile with silt and rich in wildlife, wetlands were the first and most important sources of wealth for early human civilizations. From ancient Egypt to Angkor Wat in Cambodia, and Mesopotamia to Timbuktu, our earliest urban societies grew on and beside wetlands.2

Wetlands regulate and govern the hydrology of most of the world’s river systems and determine access to water for billions of people. They nurture fisheries and water crops, maintain dry-season pastures, and provide fresh water and flood protection far downstream. They make deserts liveable by cooling summers, warming winters, and wetting dry air. They maintain river flows and top up groundwaters. They protect shorelines from high tides and storms. They simultaneously provide irrigation and drainage. They are the planet’s biggest terrestrial carbon store. They are home to a third of all known vertebrate species.3 They even reduce pollution by soaking up nutrients and toxins.

Finally, many wetlands are among the last great areas of the planet held in common by their communities. Their unfenced wealth is open to nomads in search of pasture for their animals, but also to the poor, the distressed, the marginalized and the banished. In war-torn and drought-stricken lands, they may provide security and the next meal for those in extremis.

WETLANDS CONJURE UP MANY IMAGES: lazy lagoons, gardens of Eden, mysterious mist-shrouded Shangri Las, or shimmering lakes. The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands came up with forty-two types.4 But categorizing them is a thankless task, and this book won’t get ‘bogged down’ in definitions. Instead, as we journey from source to sea in search of their past, present, and future, we will revel in their sheer variety and the range of services they provide for nature and for us.

All are rich in wildlife, of course. Insects, birds, and fish especially. Seemingly isolated wetlands across the world are parts of a network of watery places that sustain migrating water birds. Travelling from North to South America; from Europe to Africa; across Asia; and from the poles to the tropics, birds depend on these vital stepping stones to rest, feed, and breed. Remove one wetland and you may decimate bird populations thousands of kilometres away.

But wetlands provide myriad human services too. We will visit many peat bogs, for instance. These large waterlogged stores of plant carbon occur everywhere from mountain valleys to coastal swamps, and from Arctic tundra to tropical rainforests. They help protect the planet from the worst of climate change, but if drained or burned they can rapidly become part of the climate problem. We will travel to dry lands, such as the African Sahel, where the precarious fate of the Inner Niger Delta, Lake Chad, and the Sudd swamp on the Nile is a matter of life and death for tens of millions of people. On coasts, we will see how the salty waters of river deltas, estuaries, mangrove swamps, mudflats, lagoons, and salt marshes, sustain fisheries and water crops, and defend hundreds of millions of people from the ravages of the oceans.

Wetlands are also part of the great river systems that flow from mountain peaks to the oceans. In the modern world, we too often think of rivers as water conduits cut off from the surrounding land. But natural rivers meander and divide, stop off in lakes and marshes, form deltas and spread across verdant floodplains. Most rivers retain at least some of these features. Rivers are wetlands in their own right.

Canada’s mighty River Mackenzie connects no fewer than three large deltas that punctuate its path to the Arctic Ocean, and a huge floodplain known as the Mackenzie Lowlands. In Asia, the Ganges surges from glacial lakes in the Himalayas, through the swamps and flooded grasslands of the Terai and its wide floodplain – one of the most densely populated regions in the world – to the Sundarbans, the world’s largest mangrove swamp. The upper reaches of the River Paraguay in South America pass through the Pantanal, the world’s largest wetland, before flowing through others almost as large to the Paraná Delta. In Central Europe, the Danube passes through wetlands left undisturbed by the Cold War on its journey to its own delta, Europe’s largest, and the Black Sea.

Wetlands have few fixed boundaries. They change as the water comes and goes. So global estimates of their total extent vary widely. But at any one time, they certainly exceed the size of the United States or China. In the recent past, these watery commons have been Cinderella ecosystems, shunned or forgotten. In European folklore and literature, swamps, mires, bogs and moors have been places to be feared, where monsters roam and diseases lurk. ‘As you value your life or your reason, keep away from the moor,’ said Sir Charles Baskerville in Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes novel, The Hound of the Baskervilles. In British criminal history, few episodes loom as large as the 1960s child slayings known as the ‘Moors murders’, because of the children’s bleak final burial ground.

No wonder that we have long sought to banish wetlands from our landscapes. ‘Drain the swamp’ is an old cry. Ever since the Dutch began installing windmills to pump out the boggy places where the Rhine met the North Sea, engineers have been on the case. During the twentieth century, around two-thirds of all the world’s wetlands – swamps, bogs, river banks, lakes, mires, billabongs, oases, deltas, mangroves, lagoons, ponds, mudflats, fens, floodplains and the rest – were drained, dammed and dyked to death. They are still disappearing three times faster than rainforests, but with far less protest.5

In their places are cities, infrastructure and farmland – all released from the menace of flooding. Or so it is claimed. For the protection is often illusory. We now increasingly realize that wetlands prevent more floods than they cause. And rather than being badlands, they are a good thing, nourishing landscapes and maintaining river systems. Just as the jungles of past nightmares are now rainforests to be cherished, so the watery wastes are being reimagined as places teeming with natural wealth, vital to biodiversity and human welfare, and helping to resist climate change. As the first President Bush declared as long ago as 1989, ‘It’s time to stand the history of wetlands destruction on its head; from this year forward, anyone who tries to drain the swamp is going to be up to his ears in alligators.’6

Our new-found appreciation of wetlands is tapping into old roots. In much of the world, wetlands have always been important cultural beacons. Many are sacred places. Lake Loktak in north-east India is the spiritual home of the Meitei people.7 The Wapichan in Guyana chart their ancestry in their flooded grasslands. For Christians, the founding story of humanity begins in the Garden of Eden, widely regarded as the Mesopotamian Marshes of modern-day Iraq. And even where that religious association is lost, we have always found beauty in their open spaces: whether the Lake District in England, southern Africa’s Okavango Delta, India’s Kerala Backwaters, Peru’s Lake Titicaca or the Florida Everglades.

But the wealth of wetlands remains, literally and metaphorically, hard to grasp. They could yet slip through our fingers. The fluid, unfenced and often unowned attributes of wetlands are difficult to reconcile with a modern world that values certainty in nature more than variability, where floods are seen primarily as destructive, and where private property is the universal currency. Despairing of exploiting the moving feast, our first instinct too often remains to enclose, privatize, and tame; to dam, drain, dyke, dredge, canalize, or concrete them over.

This is madness. As one assessment by a collaboration of international scientists concluded, ‘our relentless conversion and degradation of remaining natural habitats – including wetlands – is eroding overall human welfare for short-term private gain’.8 It is simply a myth to imagine that a degraded environment is the inevitable price of development. Quite the contrary. In the Anthropocene, we need wetlands and the wealth they provide at least as much as we need rainforests or healthy oceans.

So, besides charting the losses and exposing the continuing threats that wetlands face in the twenty-first century, the central purpose of this book is to explore and celebrate ways that the world’s wetlands can and must be secured and restored, for a healthy planet and for healthy and well-fed humans. The stories told here are at least as much about wetlanders as wetlands.

Many conservationists would like to keep wetlands for nature alone. Especially for their birdlife, which happily also commands high value among tourists. In places, that remains possible. But wetlands are often too important to the people that live in and beside them to be set aside for nature alone. They provide sustenance for millions, and refuges and security for many poor and marginalized communities. They maintain river systems on which billions, often far downstream, depend. Moreover, as shared and commonly owned resources, their protection and restoration can sometimes help nurture peace – between communities and even between nations, such as in the Balkans, as we shall see.

The challenge today is to recognize the vast natural capital tied up in wetlands, and to access that capital by reinventing wetlands for the modern world, with new systems of governance, new economic roles, new crop regimes, and, if necessary, new hydrology. It means managing rivers and lakes to restore natural flows and reconnect them with their floodplains. In many places, it also means taking advantage of entirely artificial and accidental wetlands that have sprung up across the landscape, and to recognize that urban wetlands are no longer an oxymoron.

Wisely used, wetlands help development and lift people out of poverty. Indeed, this can be the key to their conservation. For if we don’t value wetlands, if they don’t contribute to the local economy and the livelihoods of their inhabitants, then they will be forsaken and lost.

Of course, a commitment to ‘wise use’ raises as many questions as it answers. Does it mean allowing in a few fishers and reed cutters? Or how about cattle herders? And if them, then why not farmers and charcoal burners? Should the arbiters of what is meant by wise use be economists, weighing farm profits against a dollar value attached to ecosystem services? Or ecologists, who may have a very different way of measuring wetland wealth? Or how about the wetland residents themselves, and the millions who can benefit from silt supplies and flood protection all the way to the ocean? No answer will fit all circumstances, but many people will conclude from the examples in this book that sustainable wetland use will only be achieved when those who live in and around them, and depend on their resources, have the final say.

What is certainly true is that if we want water for all we must take care of the wetlands that are the sources of most of our water, and rediscover ways to capture and store water in our landscapes. If we want safe coastlines, we need to revive the deltas and lagoons, mangrove swamps, and salt marshes that are nature’s flood defences. If we want to reverse land degradation, restore natural capital and improve the lives of wetland inhabitants, then we need to block up drains, tear down dykes, and guarantee that free-flowing rivers can deliver their life-giving flood pulses. Wetlands matter.
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High in the Andes Mountains, above the trees but below the glaciers, lie waterlogged and frequently misty worlds that supply Colombia with most of its water. The páramos are botanical El Dorados, rich in frailejones, a type of shrub whose long, spiky leaves are covered in tiny hairs that capture moisture from the air.



From the edges of Tibet to the mist-shrouded mountains of the Andes and the valleys of north-east India, upland bogs, lakes, and springs are where rivers begin. These wetlands regulate river flows for thousands of kilometres downstream. Some have been drained; others are locked up in permafrost now at risk of thawing. But many are also the sites of some of the largest wetland restoration projects in the world. Our journey begins with one such project among the yak-grazed bogs at the headwaters of the Yellow River in China.
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The Ruoergai Plateau on the edge of Tibet is one of the world’s largest high-altitude peatlands. It feeds water to China’s two greatest waterways, the Yangtze and Yellow rivers. Lake Hua, home to the rare and revered black-necked crane, has doubled in size following to restoration programme to protect the peat.




RUOERGAI PLATEAU, CHINA

REWETTING BOGS ON THE ROOF OF THE WORLD

Over 3,400 metres up on the edge of Tibet in central China, the air was thin and bitterly cold. It was −5° Celsius in the midday sun. The grasses of the Ruoergai Plateau stretched for more than 50 kilometres in every direction. In summer the plateau would have been boggy, but this was January, and it was frozen hard. With little snow, it was far from empty, however. More than a thousand yaks were visible with a sweep of the eye. That was far too many. The ancient cattle were grazing at densities more than twice the capacity of the land. The remote upland wilderness was under pressure, with water tables falling, grass drying, and dust kicked up by the animals’ hooves filling the air.

China’s Ruoergai Plateau, often called by its Tibetan name of the Zoige Plateau, covers 27,000 square kilometres, an area larger than Wales. It is a land of long, bitter winters, when the bogs and lakes are frozen to a depth of more than a metre, and short, brilliant summers, when everything melts and the grassland is awash with water. Humans have been here for 5,000 years, grazing herds of yaks on the abundant pastures. ‘The yak made permanent occupation of the harsh environment of the plateau possible,’ says Hans Joosten of Greifswald University in Germany.9 The hairy and hardy animals prospered in the inhospitable terrain, providing Tibetan herders with milk, meat, hides, hair, transport, and dung for fuel.

On the face of it, not a great deal has changed. The yak remains central to the lives of most people today. The plateau is dotted with herders’ meagre homesteads, around which the yaks graze during the winter, before moving to the surrounding mountains in summer. Women can often be seen outside the homesteads gathering the animals’ dung to cook and heat their homes. But there have never been so many yaks up here. Overgrazing is rife, say Chinese officials. Huddled in overcoats in draughty offices, they talk openly of the ‘desertification’ of the largest high-altitude wetlands in the world. But they also describe their efforts to turn the tide, by rewetting dried-out areas and planting shrubs and grass to halt the desert’s advance. So, is this a tragedy unfolding on the roof of the world, or the start of a new beginning? We had come to find out.

The heart of the matter is water. A sixth of the Ruoergai Plateau is made up of peat. In places it is more than 10 metres thick. The peat holds huge amounts of water, forming lakes and making the land so boggy in summer that it is often impossible to walk across. The plateau is like a giant reservoir. It sits at the head of two of China’s biggest rivers, the Yangtze and the Yellow River. In particular, it is the largest source of water for the Yellow River, delivering almost 5 cubic kilometres each year into a national artery that has irrigated crops across northern China for thousands of years.10 Hundreds of millions of Chinese depend on it. In the dry season, 45 per cent of the water in the river’s upper reaches comes from the plateau’s peat.11 Or it did. For in the past half century, the sponge has been squeezed by efforts to modernize traditional Tibetan yak herding.

In the 1960s and 1970s, at the height of his Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong sent cadres of Red Guards to the grassland. They dug more than 700 kilometres of drains into the boggy plateau.12 The aim was to dry out the wetter pastures, so the yaks could graze year-round without drowning. There would be more milk and meat for a hungry country with a fast-growing population. Herders were encouraged to grow their herds. Livestock numbers almost quadrupled. Yak numbers in Ruoergai county, the plateau’s main administrative district, rose from 112,000 to 510,000 between 1959 and 2006.13

But as the drains lowered water levels across almost 50 per cent of the plateau’s peatlands, the end result was not better pastures. Water rushing into the drains led to unprecedented erosion.14 ‘Key [water] channels have been eroded as deep as two metres,’ worried investigators from the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands reported. A cascade of environmental degradation followed. Of the plateau’s seventeen lakes, six dried out entirely, while the other eleven all shrank.15 The desiccated peat soils proved a great home for small burrowing mammals such as the Himalayan marmot, the rabbit-like pika, and the zokor, which resembles a mole rat. Rodent densities reached 300 per hectare in places, worsening the damage by grazing and digging holes in the peat.16

[image: image]
A black-necked crane flies in to Lake Hua where the birds breed among the sedge marshes.



The grasslands weren’t pristine before. But according to government data, the degraded area rose by 50 per cent. It included three-quarters of the 4,700 square kilometres of peatland. A once-verdant wetland was in places turning to a dustbowl. This was bad for the yaks and bad for the nation’s hydrology. The sponge that had provided a constant supply of water into the Yellow River now delivered more peak flow but less of the critical dry-season flow. Combined with declining rainfall and increased abstraction for irrigation downstream, the Yellow River began to dry up. Since 1972, that has happened more than thirty times, sometimes as far as 550 kilometres from the ocean.

[image: image]
Half a century ago, cadres of Red Guards dug more than 700 kilometres of drains into the boggy plateau with the aim of improving yak pastures. But the result was worse pastures and spreading desert. Now the drains are being plugged to restore the wetland.



With hydrological disaster looming, and following an intervention by Wetlands International, in 1999 the government banned further drainage of the peatlands. Four years later, after mains electricity arrived in the region in 2003, it also halted the once-widespread cutting of peat for fuel. It created five nature reserves, including the Sichuan Ruoergai Wetland National Nature Reserve, which covers 116 square kilometres in the heart of the plateau. And from 2004, local authorities have collaborated with Wetlands International and Tibetan herders to rewet parts of the drained marshes.

Since then, hundreds of dams have been inserted into the drains. Most were small, made with peat, wooden planks, or sandbags. But bigger drains required stone and concrete. The raised water levels in the ditches has enabled marsh plants to recover and the restoration of lush marshes have simultaneously improved summer grazing for yaks.

It is ongoing work but, so far, some 64 square kilometres of plateau wetlands have been restored, says Gu Haijun of Sichuan Wetlands Management Center in Chengdu, who has been involved in the task for twenty years. It is one of the world’s largest wetland restoration projects – and one that few people outside this remote region have heard of.

Our tour of the plateau found many successfully restored areas of marsh. The small dams were often all but submerged by accumulating peat and knee-high vegetation in restored gullies. On a bigger scale, blocking drains around the plateau’s largest water body, Lake Hua, had doubled its surface area to 6.9 square kilometres.11 The recovery of water levels in the lake was proving a boon to wildlife in an area increasingly seen in China as a summer eco-tourist attraction.

After taking a precarious walk out onto the frozen Lake Hua, we met Ruke, a trim and shy Tibetan who had worked for eleven years superintending the lake, which sits inside the Ruoergai Nature Reserve. He said the revived lake has seen a resurgence of birdlife. Most of the 200-plus bird species that visit the reserve in summer congregate near the lake. Even in mid-winter there were swans circling outside. Ruke’s main charge and delight is the black-necked crane, a bird revered by Tibetans. A tenth of the world population, around a thousand pairs, fly in to breed on the Ruoergai Plateau each spring. Ruke was proud that in the previous March he had been the first person to spot their return. ‘I heard them sing during the night. I contacted people and it was on TV the next day.’

He knows the cranes’ habits intimately. They nest mostly in sedge grass close to the lake. ‘Some raise their young right by my home here,’ he said. ‘I can go close and they don’t fly away. I think they know I am not a threat. We love them. For Tibetans, they are a sign of good luck.’ Recently, they had taken to nesting close to a boardwalk across the lake, a favourite attraction for tourists. Ruke was happy that his bosses running the reserve had removed the boardwalk to protect the cranes. Its steel remains were piled up on the shore of the frozen lake.

Nothing, not even the tourist industry, is allowed to get in the way of protecting the cranes. They have become the symbol of conservation in the area. Buildings in local towns we visited had almost as many images of the birds as they did of the more traditional local icon of nature’s bounty, yak horns. They have become a symbol too of the successful rewetting of the Ruoergai Plateau.

The full restoration of the Ruoergai grasslands will require more than plugged drains, however. Despite the improvements to their grazing grounds, everyone agrees that there are still too many yaks. But how many is too many? ‘It depends who you ask,’ said Gu. While some people see yaks as part of the natural landscape, requiring only a modest reduction in numbers, others regard them as a scourge that should be eliminated.

The debate hangs, in part, on the role of the animals in the plateau’s ecological history. Wetland specialists such as Joosten say that, long before the drains were dug, the yaks changed everything on the plateau. The constant trampling of their hooves converted most of what was once a ‘percolation mire’, in which water freely seeped down through the bog, into the ‘surface-flow mire’ that dominates today, in which the peat surface is compacted and the water ponds up in the rich bog vegetation.

Joosten does not recommend banishing the yak. It is too late for that. ‘Thousands of years of grazing have created a new landscape of surface-flow mires that is recognized as a beautiful natural and cultural heritage.’ It is ‘one of the most impressive open landscapes in the world,’ he says. ‘Although the origin of these surface-flow mires must be considered to be degradation itself, it cannot be the aim to restore the former percolation mires over large areas.’ It would be physically impossible, ‘because over large areas the peat hydraulic properties have changed irreversibly’.12 Compaction is forever.

So, what should happen? What density of yaks would prevent further degradation? They have been considering this issue at the nature reserve, on whose grasslands an estimated 150,000 livestock are allowed to graze during the winter. That is one animal for every 0.08 hectares. Not all are yaks. There are many sheep, and a few horses and cattle. But according to Erga, Director of the reserve, each yak needs 1.2 hectares of grazing and each sheep 0.4 hectares. So, even though the animals only graze on the plateau for half of the year, their numbers are clearly well in excess of its carrying capacity.

Conservation is a priority in China, these days. On our visit, many people repeated President Xi’s call for the country to create an ‘ecological civilization’.17 Many would like the yaks removed on principle, to let the peatland recover. ‘The original idea at the reserve was to totally stop grazing, in winter as well as summer, to protect its biodiversity,’ said Yong-Xiu, Deputy Director of the reserve. But recent research conducted at the reserve suggests that is not such an eco-friendly option – as we discovered when we joined Yong-Xiu on a visit to a 200-hectare experimental site within the nature reserve, where all grazing had ended three years previously. It is one of a number of sites where they are testing out different models for future management of the reserve.

The fenced-off area looked magnificent. Even in the midst of winter, tall grasses such as Dahurian wild rye were everywhere. It was a sharp contrast to the stubby grass in areas outside the fence. But the preliminary findings of the experiment are that the magnificence was not all that it seemed. The long grasses may look good, but they are out-competing other species. Some herbs lose out, and raptors are losing habitat. So are the black-necked cranes, which prefer the lower, grazed sedges for their nesting grounds. In the current situation, keeping yaks off the grasslands would probably reduce biodiversity, according to Yong-Xiu. ‘We need the yaks to maintain the biodiversity.’

That message will be good news for the people who currently live and graze their yaks there, including those we met at Xiangdong, an old settlement deep within the reserve. Despite their remote location they have water, electricity, a clinic, a veterinary practice, a kindergarten and a shop. We saw sheds stuffed with yak dung to keep the stoves going through the winter. The streets have solar-powered lights, there is a basketball court and playground, a small temple, and a noticeboard featuring the day’s newspapers.

But all this depends on their being able to carry on grazing their yaks. We met Luorangnimei, the village head, huddled round a stove in the community meeting room. Luorangnimei, also the village vet, told us that each of its 136 households has around seventy yaks and sheep. The government has restricted the size of their herds, but pays them a subsidy in return. ‘We have to balance livelihood and conservation,’ he said. ‘We realize that livestock numbers will be reduced further in future.’

[image: image]
Yak grazing remains a way of life for most families on the plateau. But the government is introducing new economic activities such as tourism and is paying herders to become nature wardens.



But they could not imagine being without their herds. Yong-Xiu, herself a Tibetan, said that whatever the ecological issues, ‘the yak is life for the Tibetans. It has always provided everything. The yak horn is a symbol of our identity and is revered in our Buddhist religion. Yaks bring status. They are still seen as an indication of a person’s wealth.’

So, while there is a clear need to reduce yak numbers on the plateau, there is a softly-softly approach to winding down Tibetan yak culture. Nobody wants to pick a fight with the Tibetan communities. Different localities are coming up with their own solutions. Not far from the reserve, in Hongyuan county, Vice-Governor Liu Jian told us that families there were restricted to eight yaks per person, less than half the twenty-two reckoned necessary for a decent livelihood. To make up the difference, the county offers subsidies for giving up herding lands, and encourages herders to make extra cash by tapping into the growing local tourist trade.

During our visit Hongyuan was almost deserted. Its restaurants, shops, and hotels were mostly closed for the winter. But in summer Chinese tourists come in increasing numbers. It has a visitor centre and tourist villages. There is a yak music festival each August. The area was an important stopping-off point during the Long March of Communist revolutionaries back in 1935. Visitors to the nearby Waqie Wetland can take a boardwalk over the bog signposted as the ‘Red Army’s Long March Experience Avenue’. Over the road, the county provides stalls where herders sell the tourists anything from yak milk to horse rides.

If our experience is anything to go by, sampling Tibetan herders’ domestic hospitality should be a draw, too. After we toured Lake Hua, Ruke took us to his tiny one-roomed house by the lake, where he lives with his wife, pigtailed Lamujian. She is in charge of their herd of fifty yaks. She stays at home with her husband in winter, while the animals graze on the reserve’s frozen grasslands. But in summer, she takes them to pastures in the mountains, where she lives a nomadic life, sleeping in a tent. We huddled close to their dung-burning stove as Lamujian prepared a traditional Tibetan lunch. It began with a starter of rice, yak butter and the rhizome of potentilla, a herb which grows locally. The main course was dumplings stuffed with local yak meat. We finished with tsampa – a snack made of barley flour, tea, yak butter and sugar, which she mixed for us in a bowl. Such a life must be as novel for China’s half-billion urbanites as for most Europeans. What a tourist experience for them.

The authorities on the plateau have a second way of weaning herders off their dependence on yaks. They want to turn some of them into conservation rangers. Hongyuan county employs more than a thousand poor herders to scour the grasslands for intruders, maintain fences and look after wildlife. The nature reserve is doing the same thing. We met one of them, who neatly combined the two worlds here.

Shangte is every inch a man of the plateau, wrapped in traditional Tibetan garb against the cold, including double-length jacket sleeves that dangle almost to the ground but keep hands warm without gloves. Despite his new day-job, he keeps a herd of fifty yaks himself. Two of his three children are also herders. But he has another side. He talked of his love of the wildlife that he is now in charge of: the Tibetan gazelles, young wolves playing in the grass, and the six pairs of cranes down by the stream that he keeps a close eye on.

[image: image]
Blocking drainage channels constructed half a century ago across the peatland allows water levels to recover. This is one of the world’s largest peatland restoration projects.



There is no going back to the old days on the plateau. Herders today tend their animals from motorbikes rather than horses, and mostly live in houses on the edge of towns rather than in tents. Their children attend schools and may go to university, like Shangte’s third child who is studying traditional Tibetan medicine at Lhasa University. And market forces are part of their daily lives. Yaks are profitable. A healthy four-year-old animal going for slaughter fetches around $750. There
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