
C racked mud, wind whipping up dust, people searching for
stranded fish or clearing up illegally dumped fishing gear.
These were the images people saw in the media of Poyang
Lake, China’s largest freshwater body, during the drought

this summer.

Sustained high temperatures and lack of rainfall caused the lake to
enter its dry season 100 days earlier than usual – the earliest since
records began in 1951. Water levels dropped to a new low, then fell
further in October, the traditional start of the dry season.

It is normal for the levels and area of the lake to fluctuate
dramatically with the seasons: in summer it fills with water; in
winter it empties. In fact, the Jiangxi provincial government has for
years wanted to build a controversial sluice gate between the
Yangtze and Poyang to retain more water in the winter dry season.
This year, however, the lake dried up during summer.

The extreme drought sparked concern for the finless porpoise and
other endangered species that use the lake. Poyang also provides
wintering grounds for countless migratory birds, including the
Siberian crane and white-naped crane, respectively listed by the
IUCN as critically endangered and vulnerable. The fate of those
visitors was also a cause for worry.

A Siberian crane taking off from a shallow pond in Nanchang (Image: William Mullins /
Alamy)

We spoke to Jin Jiefeng, the International Crane Foundation’s (ICF)
Yangtze Program Coordinator, about the threat extreme weather
presents to the waterbirds of Poyang, why a decade-long fishing
moratorium on the Yangtze has reduced the availability of their food,
and what measures can be taken to resolve these issues.

The ICF started to operate in China in 1979. It currently works in
three parts of the country: the north-east where it focuses on the
red-crowned crane, Siberian crane and white-naped crane; the
south-west with a focus on the black-necked crane; and the
Yangtze, on Poyang Lake, where it protects and monitors habitats
used by the Siberian crane, white-naped crane and other migratory
birds. The foundation views cranes as umbrella species: protecting
them means protecting wetlands that in turn protect other
waterbirds.

Jin Jiefeng joined the organisation in 2014 and is based in Nanchang.
He was previously head of the research and projects departments at
the Poyang Nature Reserve, where he was responsible for monitoring
ecosystems and carrying out research projects.

China Dialogue: Poyang is an important wintering ground
for threatened species such as the Siberian crane and white-
naped crane. How significant is the lake for the life of these
migratory birds?

Jin Jiefeng:Jin Jiefeng: Very significant. Historically, the Siberian crane had
three migratory flyways. The eastern one ran from breeding grounds
in north-east Siberia to Poyang, the main wintering ground. The
western and central flyways ran from Russia’s Ob River, east of the
Urals, to Iran and India. However, due to habitat loss, no Siberian
cranes have been seen on the central flyway since 2002, while only a
single crane was spotted on the western route last year. At a
conservative estimate, 95–98% of the world’s Siberian cranes winter
at Poyang Lake. A few dozen are also sometimes spotted at Dongting
Lake, in Hunan, China.

The map on the left shows the western and central routes. The one on the right shows the
eastern route, with the wintering range sited on Poyang Lake. (Data source: International
Crane Foundation, reproduced with permission. Graphic: Ed Harrison / China Dialogue)

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, 3,000 or 4,000 white-naped cranes
could be seen at Poyang, but that’s fallen to under 1,000. In January
2020, we worked with other organisations to survey wetland
waterbirds wintering in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze.
No white-naped cranes were seen in Hunan, Hubei, Anhui, Jiangsu –
only at Poyang. So the health of the lake’s ecosystem has a huge
impact on both these species. They have all their eggs in that one
basket.

Similarly, 80% or 90% of all oriental storks rely on Poyang over
winter. Geese and swans, meanwhile, make up 80–90% of the birds
which winter here – hundreds of thousands of them, including the
tundra swan, swan goose, taiga bean goose, greater white-fronted
goose, greylag goose and even the rare lesser white-fronted goose.

Any major changes at Poyang Lake, such as low water levels or
scarcity of food, will force the birds to move on. They will shift to
“manmade wetlands” – rice and lotus fields – or even other lakes in
the Yangtze basin.

What effect do you think this year’s drought will have on the
migratory birds wintering at Poyang?

It’s extremely rare to see a summer drought at Poyang, but it
happened this year and was very different to the ordinary autumn
and winter dry season. The drought was catastrophic for the lake’s
submerged aquatic plants, while wetland plants started their period
of rapid growth earlier than usual. During a dry season, Poyang Lake
dries up into a hundred or so smaller and shallower lakes, which is
where the wintering migratory birds find their food. The Siberian
crane, tundra swan and swan goose feed mainly from the stem
tubers of the submerged aquatic plants in those shallow lakes. But
the drought meant even those shallow lakes dried up and the plants
died. There were no stem tubers for the birds to eat.

(Graphic: Ed Harrison / China Dialogue)

Many of the other birds eat the young leaves and tubers of sedge
and other wetland plants. Usually, those plants are emerging in
September and October, just as the water level is falling to create
those shallow lakes. When the birds arrive, the plants have been
growing for two or three weeks and there’s plenty of food. But the
low water levels in summer triggered the plants into growing earlier
than usual, in August. Now, two or three months later, they are too
tall and tough for the birds to eat.

This has meant severe food shortages for the migratory birds, which
move to nearby fields in search of alternatives. Since 2016, we’ve
seen species including Siberian cranes and tundra swans feed on
rice and lotus fields. We expect to see that happen in large numbers
and over a wider area this year, both with those two species and
with other waterbirds. Rather than staying concentrated around the
lake, the birds will spread out to surrounding areas, leaving the
reserve and so making conservation efforts harder.

In a survey on 3 November, we found large numbers of swans, geese
and common cranes feeding on rice fields, as well as dozens of
Siberian cranes feeding on both rice and lotus fields. This brings the
birds into closer proximity with locals, and human activity is very
likely to disturb them as they feed or rest. It can also cause conflict
– for example, when the migratory birds try to eat grain left out by
poultry farmers for their flocks. Some local governments have
responded by leaving areas of paddy field unharvested, to serve as
food for migratory birds.

That’s a partial solution, but we don’t know if it is adequate. Another
problem is that the birds come into closer proximity with each other,
as they are feeding from a smaller area. That increases the risk of
spreading diseases such as avian flu, either amongst themselves or
to poultry. And moving nearer to settlements makes it more likely
the birds will be disturbed or even harmed.

There have been news reports of local governments cutting
sedge so it sprouts newer and more edible growth for the
birds to eat. But what about waders which eat fish or
shellfish?

There are even fewer sources of food for them. On 28 October, we
found waders were already making use of ponds, riverbeds, ditches –
any patch of mud or shallow water.

Why have the migratory birds stopping at Poyang Lake been
turning to local crops for food in recent years?

Because their natural sources of food are in decline. Since 1999,
we’ve been monitoring four of those shallow lakes that form over
winter in the Poyang Nature Reserve. Since 2015, we’ve seen a
decrease in sprouts and tubers, both in terms of number and size.
That means less food for the Siberian crane, tundra swan, and other
waterbirds.

Summer water levels have been generally high recently – on the high
side in 2016 and 2017, normal in 2018, high again in 2019, and then a
big flood in 2020. Higher water levels mean less light for submerged
aquatic plants, which then grow less. Even though autumn and
winter water levels were normal those years, the plants hadn’t
sprouted and formed tubers. And it is the tubers that help the
plants survive the lower water levels of autumn and winter.

Sprouting eel grass tubers. Aquatic
plants such as eel grass are an
important part of migratory birds‘ diets
at Poyang. (Image: Ding Mingming)

Eel grass is also a nutritious food for
people (Image: Ding Mingming)

So there’s less food for migratory birds if summer water
levels are either too high or too low?

Yes. Over the last decade, summer water levels have been higher
than average, but dry seasons have been starting earlier than
expected, with water levels falling lower than usual. So we’re seeing
larger fluctuations across the year.

So it’s not low water levels in winter that cause problems for
the waterbirds? It’s the higher water levels in summer?

That’s right.

If we see this year’s record-breaking drought persist, perhaps
even become worse, what will that mean for the birds?

There’s no doubt there’s a food shortage this year, but that doesn’t
mean the birds will change their migratory routes. That said, we will
see them take food from a wider area. The shortage of food also
means their return north will be delayed and they’ll get to their
breeding grounds later. This means less time to nest, lay eggs and
raise their young. In September and October, when the weather
turns and it is time to return south, the young birds won’t be ready
to make the trip. This will affect the health of the whole population.

The decade-long ban on fishing in the Yangtze is also
affecting food sources and habitat quality for migratory
birds. I hear the ICF is doing some work on this. Can you tell
us about that?

The ban means fishing on the shallow lakes that form during winter
no longer takes place. But the way local people used to manage
water levels to suit their fishing actually suited the migratory birds
too.

In autumn and winter, Poyang turns from one big lake into 100 or so
smaller lakes, ranging from one or two hundred hectares in size, to
seven or eight thousand. In the past, locals would build dykes and
sluice gates in these smaller lakes to create enclosures. As the lakes
dried out and shrunk further, the fish survived and grew in these
enclosures. Then, in October, the locals let the water out and caught
the fish in a net at the outlet. That drop in water level roughly
coincides with the arrival of the birds. It exposes the plants that
swans, geese and ducks feed on, as well as the mud for waders and
herons, and creates the shallow waters the cranes need.

That method of catching fish is beneficial for the birds and they
became accustomed to it.

A satellite image of Poyang Lake in December 2018, a winter with relatively low water levels
(Image: Landsat / Copernicus via Google Earth)

Prior to the ban, groups of private individuals would lease the fishing
rights to the shallow lakes from the local village committee. That
would cost from several hundred thousand yuan to several million,
depending on the size of the lake. But the fishing ban stopped that
and the water levels of those shallow lakes are no longer managed.
It does still happen on a small number of shallow lakes owned by
the reserve, but only to provide the habitats the birds need, not to
catch fish. The other shallow lakes are owned by villages or
townships and go unmanaged. Last winter, water levels in some
shallow lakes were too high, as nobody was managing the sluice
gates. And during the drought the water quickly flowed away – again,
as nobody was taking care of the sluice gates and dykes. Some of
the lakes within the reserve are still managed by local villages and
were leased out prior to the fishing ban. But again, these are now
left unmanaged.

Experts have informed the provincial government of the problem and
the ICF is in touch with these experts.

So what would you propose?

We think that if the government take over management of the
shallow lakes during the fishing ban, it could be beneficial, helping
protect both migratory birds and fishery stocks. But the ban is only
due to last a decade, and the locals are hopeful of resuming fishing.
If the lakes return to permanent state ownership, the government
will need to provide alternative livelihoods. If that doesn’t happen,
there will be opposition.

So, prior to the ban, that fishing method benefited both
locals and the migratory birds perfectly?

Overall, it benefited the birds, but there was room for improvement.
First, the changes in the water levels weren’t timed to coincide with
their arrival. The water was often released prior to Chinese New Year
(which usually falls between mid January and late February) as the
fish would fetch better prices then. Swans and geese arrive in
September and cranes in late October or early November. By the
middle of November, all the migratory birds have arrived, but water is
still being retained in some of the shallow lakes until Chinese New
Year. We’d like to see water released earlier, and for that to continue
until after Chinese New Year. But the market for fish falls off after
the festival.

(Graphic: Ed Harrison / China Dialogue)

So, in 2017 we teamed up with two organisations that work on
sustainable fishing, the Qingdao Marine Conservation Society and an
international NGO called Ocean Outcomes, to try and improve the
practice. We did surveys of local communities and fish stocks and
spoke to a range of people, hoping to come up with an incentive for
the local fishers to extend the period over which they work and to
ensure there was enough food for migratory birds. We contacted
hotels in places like Shanghai as potential buyers of their fish, which
would cut down on the number of middlemen and bring good prices
even outside of the Chinese New Year.

And we managed to reach an agreement with some villages in
Wucheng township, where the project was based, as the township
was working on a “migratory bird town” tourism initiative. During
2019’s leasing round, some villages reduced rents and added clauses
on protecting migratory birds into the contracts: those leasing the
lakes were now obliged to leave small fish and not let water levels
fall too low. But the next year saw the fishing ban come into effect,
ending our project. Otherwise it would have run until 2024.

Now the fish are left in the shallow lakes. Will they survive
the winter?

Yes, there’s still enough water.

So the fishing ban will help fish populations recover?

Definitely. You can walk around the lake in summer and see the fish
swimming about and leaping from the water. You never used to see
that. The fishing ban is good news for fish populations, the finless
porpoise and fish-eating birds. But we do need measures to tackle
the ecological changes the ban has caused.

Jiang Yifan
Jiang Yifan is a contributing author and former senior editor at China

Dialogue. For many years, he has been writing, reporting and editing on
international environmental and agrarian politics. He has an MPhil in
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