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Preface

By James Harris, Senior Vice President
INTERNATIONAL CRANE FOUNDATION

Poyang is the largest freshwater lake in China and globally famous for its birdlife. The rich
food resources provided by this wetland’s emergent and submerged aquatic plant diversity is
a major reason that hundreds of thousands of migratory birds travel to Poyang every winter.
While winter counts vary from year to year, on average more than 400,000 waterbirds make
Poyang their winter home-thus Poyang is by far the most important wintering area for
waterbirds in East Asia, including many rare and threatened species ( Barter et al. 2004,
Barter et al. 2005, Ji et al. 2007, Qian et al. 2009). For example, over 99% of the
world population of Critically Endangered® Siberian Cranes Grus leucogeranus winter at
Poyang, and over 90% of the world’s Endangered Oriental Stork Ciconia boyciana. Half of
the world’s Vulnerable Swan Geese Anser cygnoides and Vulnerable White — naped Cranes
Grus vipio winter here. In two years of winter waterfowl surveys in the middle and lower
reaches of the Yangize River Basin, Poyang Lake supported 12 — 15 species with more than
1% of regional waterbird populations.

Poyang Lake is home to many other aquatic animals that depend upon its wetlands ,
including the Vulnerable Finless Porpoise Neophocaena phocaenoides asiaeorientalis ( the
only freshwater porpoise in the world) and the Vulnerable Chinese Water Deer Hydropotes
inermis inermis. 122 fish species have been recorded at Poyang ( Editorial Committee of
Studies on Poyang Lake 1988 ), including the Critically Endangered Chinese Sturgeon
Acipenser sinensis and Critically Endangered Chinese Paddlefish Psephurus gladius, one of
the largest freshwater fish species in the world and possibly extinct, and 30 species

protected by Jiangxi Province.

Poyang has such abundance of life due to its large size and dramatic changes in water
levels. In the summer, the lake surface covers more than 4,000 km’. Falling water levels
during autumn expose extensive mudflats while isolated sub — lakes appear. These dramatic
hydrological changes at Poyang Lake drive the ecological processes within the system and

produce a wide range of habitats that support rich biodiversity. These seasonal changes in

@ Categories of threat follow the latest IUCN Redlist (2010)



water levels create two, separate ecological phases of the wetlands at Poyang: one
dominated by sub — tropical vegetation that is most productive during the hot summers, and
another dominated by temperate vegetation whose primary growth period is during the cool
winters. Different species make use of these separate ecological phases, resulting in near

year — round productivity and a rich diversity of life.

Poyang receives water from five main tributaries that drain into the lake. Their combined
catchments total 162,225 km®, almost the entire area of Jiangxi Province ( Editorial
Committee of Studies on Poyang Lake 1988). Poyang also has a seasonal, reverse — flow
system from the Yangize River which greatly contributes to the complexity of its yearly
hydrological variation. Cycles of flood and drought mean that Poyang also varies

dramatically from year to year.

While many people have studied the lake, its waters and its birds, the eleven — year
monitoring program undertaken by Poyang Lake National Nature Reserve together with the
International Crane Foundation has gathered the most comprehensive information about
winter waterbirds and key variables of the wetland environment over a long period. This
information is extremely valuable for understanding the relationship between the birds and
the wetland. Because of the highly variable water conditions at Poyang within and among

years, these data become increasingly important as each new year of data is added.

This book, co-sponsored by the Poyang Lake National Nature Reserve and the International
Crane Foundation, describes this monitoring program in detail, and the data now available
for study of wintering waterbirds, the aquatic plants many species feed upon, and the water
conditions so critical to waterbirds, water plants, and the millions of people who depend on
water and other resources of Poyang Lake. Because Poyang also has extraordinary economic
importance to the people of Jiangxi Province, balancing ecological and economic values of
Poyang Lake is a complex but essential task for maintaining the unique benefits to
biodiversity and development provided by these wetlands. Data on waterbirds and their
environments have growing significance as a basis for evaluating changes occurring at
Poyang and making decisions that safeguard the diverse functions of the lake. We have
prepared this book to assist managers, scientists, policy makers, media, and all other

concerned people in making the wisest decisions possible for the future of Poyang Lake.
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