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Experiencing ecological and cultural changes at Caohai

Caohai of Weining, Guizhou Province, is one of the best bird watching
places in the world. More than 75,000 waterbirds spend the winter at Caohai,
among them about 500 endangered Black — necked Cranes. Caohai and the sur-
rounding area have rich folk culture. The most beauty of the culture is rooted in
shabbly — dressed local farmers. In the past many generations of farmers, hired
by rich people and treated like work horses, carried goods on their backs and
walked long distances to make a living. The youngest living foot — bond woman is
only 62 years old. Farmers themselves participated in activities that brought great
changes and tremendous impact to their lives. During 1972 and 1982, the Cao-
hai lake was drained. No callings came from cranes, and there were no aquatic
plants and fish upon which the farmers’ daily life had previously relied. The
drainage led to degradation of the ecological environment and poverty of local
people. Seemingly its folk culture vanished. Every individual at Caohai has had
a mixture of joys and sorrows of life. Up to now, Caohai still is one of the poor-
est areas in the province.

Since 1994, the Cachai National Nature Reserve, cooperating with the
Trickle Up Program, the International Crane Foundation, the Oxfam ( Hong
Kong), and the Ford Foundation has implemented a participatory project involv-
ing local communities in nature conservation. Today, faimess and equality have
emerged at Caohai, where village leaders and ordinary farmers have equal power
to decide and implement conservation activities. People treat each other equally
and are learning to live with birds in harmony as well.
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