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FOREWORD

Boasting a history dating back 8,000 years, Dongting Lake has long been
known as a centre of fish and rice. It has a favorable location, connecting with Wu
Gorge to the north and the Xiang River as well to the south. In addition, it enjoys
fertile land, a comfortable climate, and abundant resources, which has made it a
prosperous and highly populated region. Although Dongting Lake basin covers only
14.9% of the territory of Hunan’ s Province, it feeds 22.9% of Hunan' s population
and plays a paramount role in Hunan’ s light industry, agriculture, shipping, and
water conservancy. Particularly, the lake generates tremendous eco-service through
containing and releasing floodwaters, reducing flood surges, adjusting the climate,
improving the environment, and purifying water.

Once the largest fresh water body in China, Dongting Lake culminated in an area
of some 6,000 km?. Unfortunately, under the dual stresses of over a century of both
natural and anthropological activities, a recurrent pattern of terrene transformation
followed by devastating floods appeared, and consequently the size of the lake shrank
drastically to just 2,625 km?, so that currently Dongting Lake ranks second to Poyang
Lake in size. In the wake of the unprecedented deluge of catastrophic proportions in
1998, the central government initiated a policy of post-disaster reconstruction and
eradication of the looming threat of flood inundation. The policy, dubbed the “32
Character Policy” , is summarized in 32 characters, translated literally as “close off hills
to facilitate afforestation, reverse slope cultivation to create forests, raze dikes to make

space for floodwaters, revert fields to lakes, provide relief through implementation
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of projects, relocate and establish towns in safe places, reinforce the dikes, dredge the
rivers and lakes” .Subsequently the project, with an emphasis on razing dikes to make
space for floodwaters and reverting fields to lakes, was implemented in the Dongting
Lake region. The restoration initiative intends to return 314 polders to the lake, with
an area of 1,578.7 km?. If this is accomplished, the area of Dongting Lake will top 3,968
km?2. A revised plan further increased the envisioned area of the lake, with an ambitious
goal of 4,350 km? of natural body, as large as in the early years after the foundation of
the People’ s Republic of China. Despite the public’ s awareness of the importance
of the Dongting Lake wetland, and the adoption of various methods and measures for
protection and restoration of the wetland, the local population still pay more attention
to the value of the lake resources and less to the ecological value of the wetland,
prizing the short term benefits and neglecting long term benefits, due to the influence
of conventional thinking. Worse, cutting edge technology has been applied to fully
exploit the resources in Dongting Lake. As a result, Dongting Lake has undergone
fragmentation and terrene transformation, the resources in Dongting Lake are gradually
draining away, and unexpected calamities occur from time to time.

The findings of years of research indicate that the significance of the biodiversity
maintained in Dongting Lake is embodied in two main aspects. For starters, it is
the habitat of a magnitude of aquatic species. An array of fish, including Chinese
sturgeon, white sturgeon (on the verge of extinction), mollusks, crustaceans, and other
invertebrates survive here. Despite the discouraging reported extinction of the Yangtze
River dolphin, which was first found in Chenglingji, the black finless porpoise can
still be readily spotted. Secondly, far-flung stretches of beach, grassland and peripheral
wetlands provide over-wintering habitats for migratory wading birds and waterfowl,
particularly some endangered species. Both the fish and migratory birds are threatened
by diverse factors, including pollution, illegal and
uncontrolled poaching, sand digging, invasive
species, aquaculture, hydrological upheaval,
disturbance from shipping, and sprawling poplar
and reed plantations,etc. In addition, the Three
Gorges Dam in the upper reaches of the Yangtze
River separates fish development zones from
their reproduction zones. These threatening
factors cannot be easily uprooted simply through the
establishment of nature reserves and legislation. During the
fish ban period, though piscary is forbidden in the current four

nature reserves within Dongting Lake, poaching, illegal harvesting
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and hunting occur at various times. In addition, electrofishing and fishing with fine
mesh nets are common sights. Moreover, a sizeable number of farmers carry out
economic activities in the experimental zone and buffer zone, some even in the core
zone. All these undermine the effect of the wetland conservation. Obviously the effort
of a single department or institution is not strong enough to address all these issues.
Only through joint action of the sectors of environment, agriculture, forestry, fishing
administration, and water conservancy together with local townships, and cooperation
in management between central and provincial levels, can the biological resources be
effectively preserved and sustainable development realized.

Therefore, government at various levels attaches great importance to the
Dongting Lake issue, and is striving to explore a sustainable development path
which would benefit local economic development, and at the same time do no
harm to the integrity of the Dongting Lake wetland. The intensity of development
and extent of resource exploitation constitute the critical questions to be delved
into and answered in the near future. To promote wetland protection in China, the
ongoing project entitled “Wetland Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use
in China” is being implemented by the Chinese Government, supported by the
Global Environmental Facility (GEF), managed through UNDP. This project shares
the goal of the circular issued by the State Council on “Strengthening Wetland
Management and Protection” | that is, the establishment of wetland biodiversity as a
routine consideration in governmental decision-making and action at both central and
provincial levels. The ongoing project is being implemented at state and provincial
level, and in four demonstration sites with biodiversity of global significance (Sanjiang
Plain in the northeastern Heilongjiang Province, Ruoergai Plateau peat land bordering
both Sichuan Province and Gansu Province,
Dongting Lake in Hunan Province, and Yancheng
in Jiangsu Province). Under the guidance of the
Forestry Department of Hunan Province, a plethora
of project activities have been carried out. Experts
recruited from Hunan Normal University, Hunan
Forestry Academy, and Central South University
of Forestry and Technology forged the biodiversity
monitoring protocols for Dongting Lake, with the
aim of understanding the dynamics and development
trends of the biodiversity of the area, providing data

and policy guidelines for governmental decision-

makers, nature reserves and relevant management and




conservation sectors and agencies.
This present book consists of two parts. This first part provides an account of
the methodology and tools for monitoring vertebrates, plus some 20 monitoring

sites covering and representing the whole of Dongting Lake. The second

part describes the morphological features of the indicative species
respectively identified from monitoring the birds and fish in
Dongting Lake.

This book was only made possible under the auspices of the
ongoing GEF project. At the very least, without the financial
aid provided, such an excellent version could not have
been produced. I thank the regulators from the Forestry
Department of Hunan Province, particularly the Wildlife
Protection Division, for their great support and assistance
rendered throughout the process of manuscript preparation
and publication. I would like to thank Dr. Wang Bin, from
the Life Science College, Hunan Normal University. We
have jointly conducted a multitude of research on wildlife,
working side by side with a single vision, and I have been lucky to have his care
and support. His assistance contributed greatly to the accomplishment of this book.
Appreciation is also extended to Mr. Mi Xiaoqi, Ms. Zhou Yi, Mr. Niu Yandong,
and Ms. Ren Wei, from the Life Science College, Hunan Normal University, for
their efforts in collection of pictures, proofreading, and indexing. Furthermore, I am
appreciative of the regulators and staft from the four nature reserves, East Dongting
Lake National Nature Reserve, Hengling Lake Provincial Nature Reserve, South
Dongting Lake Provincial Nature Reserve, and Muping Lake Provincial Nature
Reserve, who spared no effort to help the author. I would like to express special thanks
to Mr. He Fenqi, from the Institute of Zoology, Chinese Academy of Science, who
provided all the drawings of the birds, which helped create this illustrated book. In
addition, Mr. He has long been interested in Hunan’ s bird research and conservation
and came over to supervise research on several occasions.] acknowledge that the
drawings of the fish in this book were copied from Piscine Fauna of Hunan Province.

I am also grateful to Mr. Yao Yi, from East Dongting Lake National Nature
Reserve, Mr. Zhen Yongfu, Mr. Chen Jianzhong, Mr. Chen Tongqing, Mr. Liao
Xiaodong, Ms. Zhu Ying, Mr. Li Feiyun, Mr. Wang Jiyi, Mr. Zhen Kanghua,
and Mr. Jiang Hangdong for providing more than 200 beautiful bird photographs,

demonstrating the individual charm of the birds inhabiting Dongting Lake, each one

is the product of sweat and toil, as, fearing no hardship, they staked out the waterside.
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Above all, I cannot thank my family members enough for their emotional and
down to earth support, particularly my wife, who never failed to serve me tea and
refreshments whenever I worked late into the night, and reviewed and fine-tuned the
manuscript before anybody else.

In the last analysis, I owe deep thanks to the staff from the Publishing House of
Hunan Normal University for their aid.

(Translated by Mr. Xu Yongxin, and Mr. Dan Alderson, from Hunan University

of Science and Engineering. )

Deng Xuejian

August, 16, 2007
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