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FOREWORD ]

Since the establishment of the first nature reserve in 1956, China had proclaimed further
1276 nature reserves by 2000, occupying 12. 44% of the nation’s territory, including
155 national-level reserves and 21 world biosphere reserves. This accomplishment has
attracted the attention of the whole world. The establishment of these nature reserves
has without a doubt made a tremendous contribution towards preserving China’s rich
natural resources. As a result of natural and manmade disasters and destruction from
war during the previous dynasties, China’s natural ecosystem has been seriously deple-
ted. In particular, this depletion has witnessed a marked increase during the past several
decades due to sharp population increase. Therefore the task of preserving China’s re-
maining natural resources is not easy. However, it is essential to immediately protect
the foundations of the nation’s important natural resources to ensure the sustainable de-
velopment of the economy. These nature reserves ensure the survival of humanity by
protecting the biodiversity and the natural ecosystem of local areas.

The establishment and management of quality nature reserves in many developed
countries symbolize the modernization of society and the health of their environment.
Therefore, the “benevolent” undertaking of nature reserves to preserve our precious
natural heritage will not only benefit the current generation, but also future genera-
tions, However, China’s ecosystem is confronted by the serious problem of degradation
throughout the country and even within her nature reserves. As a result of this degrada-
tion, the strength of the ecosystem has been reduced causing a simplification of the
structure and a lose of its function. It is possible to clearly see this process at work by
reviewing the historical experience, for instance the serious areas of degradation and de-
sertification today in Shaanxi, Gansu and other regions. Historically, these regions con-
tained rich and popular wilderness areas. As a result, Shaanxi was home to the capitals
of 13 Chinese dynasties, including the Zhou(1066BC—221BC), Qin(221BC—206BC),
Han(206BC—220) and Tang(618—907). However, the current degradation of the eco-
system may possible require more than just one generation or even several generations of

hard work from the government. Moreover, many regions throughout the country still
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lack economic development, especially the western regions.

If we are unable to cease the highly destructive activities to social development such
as the reclamation of steep slopes, over-grazing, the reclamation of lakes and coastal ar-
eas for cropping and the exhaustion of fishing stocks, etc. , then it will be very difficult
to achieve such benefits in the short to medium term. Consequently, it is essential that
we correctly deal with the relationship between man and nature if we want to restore the
degraded ecosystem, Otherwise, if the degeneration of the ecosystem continues to wors-
en, then more serious repercussions will develop, for example, the drying up of the
Yellow River, desertification, an intensification of sandstorm occurrence, soil erosion,
the eruption of serious disease, landslides, land slips and droughts etc. Currently, many
districts are implementing natural forest protection projects , the return of farmland to
forests and grasslands projects, and nature reserve projects etc. Nature reserves should
play an increasingly vital role in the restoration and protection of these degraded ecosys-
tems. Due to the fact that 40% of China’s nature reserves are located in the underdevel-
oped western regions and 25% are located within impoverished areas, the problem of re-
storing the ecology and management of these areas is of utmost seriousness and of the
highest priority.

In general all nature reserves are confronted with the enormous problem of resol-
ving the contradiction between development and conservation. If this contradiction is
poorly resolved, it will only lead to more serious degradation of the ecosystem and
therefore make the task of improving the economic and cultural level of society more dif-
ficult. In addressing this problem, the biosphere reserve concept is one possible crea-
tion. This concept was proposed and launched in 1971 by one of UNESCO’s (United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) working party’s, the Man
and the Biosphere Programme (MAB). With the endorsement of the UNEP (United
Nations Environment Program), FAO (World Food & Agricultural Organization of the
United Nations) and ITUCN (The World Conservation Union), the programme com-
menced in 1976. The aim of biosphere reserves is to ensure the global coverage of repre-
sentative terrestrial and marine ecosystems, which offer distinct conservation functions,
as well as promote sustainable development. Moreover, they promote a logistic function
and thereby attempt to scientifically resolve the long-term contradictions which exist be-
tween conservation and development. Since joining the World Biosphere Reserve Net-
work in 1979, China has already successfully nominated 21 member reserves.

The establishment of these biosphere reserves plays an important demonstration
role for improving the management of other nationally significant nature reserves. Still,
as a result of ineffective investment in the management of China’s biosphere reserves,
similar to the situation in other nature reserves, many problems persist, including, the

ongoing deterioration of the ecosystem, a detachment from economic development and
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an under-developed understanding of management, In order to fully resolve these prob-
lems it is necessary to carry out an analysis of the concrete situation in China’s nature
reserves and an examination of the relevant countermeasures.

Therefore, the national committee for China’s Biosphere Reserve Network (CBRN)
has initiated this case study research. This research of Xilingol Biosphere Reserve is the
first of its kind and its achievements are to be published shortly. These results include
significant reference to the necessary countermeasures and suggestions for resolving the
existing degradation of Inner Mongolia’s ecosystem, for instance by: utilizing the bio-
sphere reserve concept to control ecological degradation; appropriately dealing with the
relationship between the urban and rural sectors within the nature reserve; promoting
substitute industries which advance economic development, while also benefiting the
system of conservation management in areas such as ecotourism. There is no shortage of
ideas for improving the current situation. Therefore, it is with pleasure that I introduce
this book, especially in the hope of increasing the awareness of the issues and of arou-

sing the attention of the relevant interests.

Xu Zhihong
President of the Chinese National Committee

for Man and the Biosphere Programme

Academician of Chinese Academy of Sciences

President of Peking University
10 March 2002
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Xilingol Grasslands Nature Reserve was the first grasslands nature reserve in China to
join the World Biosphere Reserve Network. The development of the grasslands has been
a long cherished wish of the people, which has aroused the widespread attention and in-
terest of the people. The Chinese National Committee for the Man and the Biosphere
Programme (MAB) have provided a great deal of support for the long-term health of
Xilingol Biosphere Reserve.

After China MAB carried out a complete appraisal of the China biosphere reserve
network in 1994 according to UNESCQ’s World Biosphere Reserve management stand-
ards, then in 2001 they have once again carried out the following research, “A case
study on the sustainable management of Xilingol Biosphere Reserve” by a number of ec-
ological experts.

This research report is aimed at carrying forward the research and analysis of the
social, ecological and economic problems that have arisen during the development of the
nature reserve. This research mainly focuses on the causes of degradation to the vegeta-
tion and grasslands within the Xilin River catchment. The research has been carried out
through discussions with the various stakeholders and by analysing the many aspects of
the problems, including the relationship between the urban and rural industries within
the nature reserve, the utilization of its natural resources, like petroleum and coal and
the impact of this extraction upon the grasslands environment, as well as the gradual ex-
pansion of ecotourism. This research project has also raised many instructive sugges-
tions and solutions aimed at resolving the apparent contradictions. Especially encoura-
ging is that after conducting a thorough summing up and reappraisal of the basic issues,
these specialists have suggested a completely new framework for the system of manage-
ment, with the following suggestions;

(1) The comprehensive management aims of the nature reserve need to consider
servicing the ecological sustainable development in whole region.

(2) The nature reserve management committee should be authorized to represent

the common interests and perform the administrative function of promoting cooperation
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and monitoring, rather than continuing to act as a passive administrator.

(3) The nature reserve management committee must be established according to a
scientific and legal basis so as to ensure the coordinated programming of the nature re-
serve, according to a medium and long-term time-frame.

(4) It is necessary to restructure the biosphere reserves functional areas and expand
the coverage of the core area so as to increase the effective biodiversity conservation and
the ecological service function of the Hailiute typical grasslands. As a result of increas-
ing the size of the core area, the common aim of improving the management of the grass-
lands and the regional environment will be closer. Furthermore, this will further raise
the international significance of Xilingol Biosphere Reserve.

1 fully support these proposals and I hope they will arouse the attention of the rele-
vant government and departmental leaders. So that it will be possible to reverse the cur-
rent problems and implement these suggestions in order to immediately realize the com-

mon benefits of managing China’s grasslands nature reserves.

Professor Yong Shipeng

The Faculty of Life Sciences

Inner Mongolia University

22 January 2002
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FOREWORD I

The case study on sustainable management of Xilingol Biosphere Reserve was initiated in
2001 by MAB China, in conjunction with the successful completion of an assessment on
sustainable management work of the East Asian Biosphere Reserves during 1998-2000.
The output of the policy study convinced its researchers about management policy for
China’ s nature reserves project supported by CIDA and UNESCO within framework
needs to go much further to analyse the interlinked underlying causes of the problems
addressed by MAB-China, and to provide the country with a number of tangible, de-
tailed and comprehensive cases for reference. Xilingol Biosphere Reserves was among
the first sites for such case studies. UNESCO’s Offices in Beijing, Jakarta and Paris
were pleased to be able to provide their support to the study.

Xilingol Biosphere Reserve represents China’s typical steppe ecosystem that used to
be less covered in the conservation systems of the country. The area was set as a conser-
vation and scientific reserve in mid of 1980’s and was accepted as a biosphere reserve in
1987. In addition to its long-term scientific programme for research and monitoring, the
Biosphere Reserve over the years has carried out many activities along the three func-
tions of biosphere reserves, including international exchange and cooperation. Howev-
er, as noted by scientists and local governments, the overall environmental situation in
Xilingol has been deteriorating, with obvious degradation of vegetation, change of land
cover and land use, enlargement of sandy land and shrink of wetlands, putting the sus-
tainability of the site under a serious question. Effective counter measures must be
found and applied as soon as possible. The case study has achieved a first step toward
reaching such an objective through its detailed and convincing investigation and analysis.

In some ways, the situation in Xilingol Biosphere Reserve can be regarded as indica-
tive for current ecological conditions of a large part of Inner Mongolia. The quest of
MAB is thus not only significant for the future of Xilingol, but for the development of
whole autonomous region as well as for the country’s effort in combating desertifica-
tion., We are very pleased to see the progress made by the project team in this short peri-

od of time, the rich results of which are not summarized in this special MAB



18 MANAGEMENT OF THE DEGRADED ECOSYSTEMS IN XILINGOL BIOSPHERE RESERVE

publication. 1 hope the information obtained, the conclusions and recommendations
made by the team can be effectively communicated to the management authorities and lo-
cal communities. We also hope that the case study be furthered with guidance from
MAB China. As always, UNESCO wiil be ready to provide its assistance to MAB-China
in order to improve the practice of biosphere reserves.

For those who are interested in current MAB agenda, the Xilingol study has a parti-
cular relevance. The papers on the management mechanisms in Xilingol, ecological
tourism in relation to conservation and economic development of the area, and the roles
of urban development in a biosphere reserve are strongly linked to the new subjects be-
ing addressed by MAB through international and regional taskforces. UNESCO Jakarta
Office thanks MAB-China for making its effort in contributing to these MAB themes and

expects more cooperation in pursuing the subjects.

Han Qunli

Programme Specialist for Science,

Technology and Environment

UNESCO Office Jakarta
23 February 2002



