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It is 25 years since I first visited Hainan. As the plane dipped
in descent towards Haikou airport, I glimpsed a green forest and
muddy lagoon and then was lost in the clouds and the hassle of
landing formalities and the battle to find a taxi to town. I would
visit several of Hainan’s fledgling nature reserves over the next
two weeks but first stop would be the mangrove reserves of

Dongzhaigang and Qinglangang.

Haikou was still a small disorganized town but already new
hotels were starting to rise up into the sky and I sensed the future
that would see this newly formed province rise to economic
prominence. The road to Dongzhaigang was pitted and twisting. |
wondered if the driver really knew where he was going. The few
common drongos, shrikes and doves seen along the way through
scruffy farmlands was not too encouraging. But finally we reached
a small boat dock beside a mangrove creek and despite the lack of
any obvious boundary or signboards, I was assured we had arrived.
Starlings and white-eyes fed in a clump of bushes beside the dock
and I was ushered into a small smoky engined barge to explore the
reserve.

I was somewhat shocked at my first visit to Dongzhaigang.
Whilst the tall mixed mangrove forests of Qinglangang were
much as I expected of a tropical mangrove forest, Dongzhaigang
mangroves seemed stunted and exposed and the entire bay was
full of human activity. Hundreds of fishing nets straddled the

shallows, dozens of fishing boats were tied up in the shallows, a



busy oyster industry was visible and at low tide fishermen raked all
available sand and mud bars in search of edible worms, mollusks
and crustaceans for the sea food markets that were already growing
up with the first tourist hotels in nearby Hainan. But there were
a lot of birds. Flocks of waders and gulls scuttled around the
fishermen, dashing in to steal the exposed worms. A great flock of
wintering grey herons impressed me and flocks of whimbrel and the
occasional hovering pied kingfisher raised my birdwatcher heartbeat
and the most exciting view of the visit was a circling osprey, hunting
fish over the southern edge of the bay, where I also noted with
concern that the reserve management were plating blocks of exotic

mangroves from Bangladesh.

I have visited Dongzhaigang several times over the intervening
years and seen the many changes that have taken place and watched
with interest as the nature reserve bureau have gradually imposed
controls and better protection of this important site. Today the
mangroves have grown taller whilst those at Qinglangang have
largely been converted into fish ponds. The fishing nets have largely
vanished together with the oyster poles and fishing boats. The mud-
flats are left for the birds to feed undisturbed and the numbers of
domestic ducks much reduced. Dongzhaigang too has faced up to
the challenge of fish ponds but has achieved a halt and stability of
its western border.

Whilst I may concern about the completeness and naturalness
of the remaining mangroves, the birds are less fussy about
‘naturalness’. At high tide when the reserve is largely under water
many of the egrets and herons and waders and kingfishers go into
the surrounding lands of fish ponds, rice fields and fruit orchards to
rest or to feed on more varied foods. The concept of a buffer zone

beyond the reserve boundary becomes very important. Fishermen do



welcome birds stealing their valuable prawns and crab stocks.

Dongzhaigang has changed in many other ways. It now
copes with growing numbers of tourists which brings revenue but
other types of pollution and disturbance. The road along the west
border opens up the coastal Casuarina fringe to hotel development
and villas. A planned bridge across the mouth of the bay will add
new impacts and challenges. Reclamation of new wetland park to
the south of the reserve is a welcome addition and the addition of

freshwater river and ponds will certainly add to the bird richness.

What a jewel to have a major nature reserve and wonderful
birding destination so close to a provincial capital. The reserve has
a huge potential for education and developing local pride in the
special natural wealth of Hainan. Mangroves are dynamic and the
site will continue to change and evolve. Its importance for migrant
birds will also grow as other wintering stop-over sites along the
coast of China become destroyed or polluted as a result of dramatic
pace of coastal development and land reclamation. More of the
several million of shore birds that migrate each spring and autumn
will need to use these mudflats as a resting place to feed up enough
for the next leg of their travels. Many other species spend the whole
winter in Hainan-many ducks, herons, waders and two species of
spoonbills. Some of these species are facing steep declines in their
numbers—Red knot, Great Knot and Bar-tailed Godwits are getting
ever rarer and we should watch out for the curious Spoon-billed
Sandpiper which is now reduced to only a few surviving individuals
in the world. Dongzhaigang has a big role to play as part of this
migrant bird network known as the East Asia-Australasia Flyway.
Dongzhaigang is also a great starting point to explore the birds of

Hainan and some of the islands characteristic residents and endemic



sub-species.

I warmly congratulate the reserve bureau on their great
efforts to safeguard and upgrade this important nature reserve and
appreciate their efforts to protect and monitor the growing list
of birds using the site. I hope this small book can help promote
interest and appreciation for the birds of Dongzhaigang, will help
the newcomer to identify the birds encountered and inspire more of
the young visitors to the reserve to take an interest in birds and an

interest in the natural world around us.

John MacKinnon
October 2014
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