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Safeguarding plateau elf -- black-necked cranes
01 Explore the wintering grounds of black-necked cranes in Xizang

STORY:

Classified as a first-class protected wild animal, the black-necked crane is a prominent benchmark
in the wetlands of the Qinghai-Xizang Plateau, playing a vital role in biodiversity conservation.
Yang Le is a researcher of the black-necked crane. He has been engaged in the survey and
monitoring of black-necked cranes in Xizang for 19 years. Over the past few decades, central and
provincial authorities also have taken measures to protect the cranes, creating a safe environment
with abundant food.

These efforts have yielded significant results. The black-necked crane population wintering in

Xizang increased from a mere 6,900 in 2006 to more than 10,000 this year.

SUBTITLE:

Black-necked cranes are the only birds of their kind to inhabit plateau areas globally.

They are also a first-class nationally protected species.

From mid-October each year, they fly over mountains to spend the winter in Xizang Autonomous
Region.

Xizang is a habitat for black-necked cranes to overwinter and breed.

White crane.

Please lend me your wings.

I won't fly far.

Only to Lithang and I will return.

Shigatse, Xizang Autonomous Region

Middle reaches of Yarlung Zangbo River

Yang Le, Deputy director of the Institute of Plateau Biology in Xizang

Yang Le has been engaged in the survey and monitoring of black-necked cranes in Xizang for 19

years.

SOUNDBITE:
Yang Le:I have to race against time. I haven't heard their calls. Their roosting site is a bit close to
the residential area over there. Today we need to take a look and search around, covering a greater

arca.



The black-necked crane is a water bird. Usually, they choose a place with water to roost at night. I
have heard their calls. They are very intelligent. The middle reaches of Yarlung Zangbo River to

where they have migrated, is actually the warmest area on the entire Qinghai-Xizang Plateau.

They huddle together to keep warm, shield each other from the wind, and keep watch. Young and

inexperienced cranes might fall victim to dogs, foxes, etc.

When a black-necked crane spots a predator, it sends a corresponding call. It spreads its wings,
making its body appear as large as possible. Flying is a particularly energy-consuming activity, so
it avoids doing so. Perhaps it thinks a couple of calls will frighten away the predator. That is the

best choice for it.

As one of the top predators in the food chain, a black-necked crane is quite formidable. They feed
on insects. They can catch fish and hunt rodents and hares. A couple of black-necked cranes can

cooperate to tear their prey in half, with each enjoying their share happily.

We have opted to cultivate this region for agriculture, while black-necked cranes rely on the

leftover grains in the fields for food, establishing a symbiotic relationship.

Besides, Tibetans don’t kill livestock or fowls. They are well adapted to protected wild creatures.

For the cranes, this area creates an ideal habitat.

The cranes’ calls at the No. 3 roosting site are abundant; more than what I am hearing over here. I
observed about 16 cranes right now. We are going to visit the No. 3 roosting site to capture
additional visual data. For this survey, our route began along the No. 318 National Highway,

passing through key locations such as Renbu, Nanmu Lin, Shigatse, Gyantse and Lhazi in Xizang.

Our data indicates that the westernmost boundary for the wintering of the black-necked crane is
Lazi, but our survey this year found about 90 black-necked cranes wintering near Ngamring
Kyemtso in Ngamring County and near Gangga Town in Tingri County. This suggests that its

wintering range is expanding.

During the winter of 2006, we recorded over 6,900 black-necked cranes. By 2023, the number of
the bird had exceeded 10,000, with their habitats slightly extending from the three rivers (Yarlung
Zangbo River, Lhasa River, and Nianchu River) to Niyang River and Yanyi Wetland. The
increase in their population indicates the area suitable for their habitat is expanding or at least

stable. In this sense, the wetland ecosystem of the plateau has been well protected.



My research journey began with black-necked cranes. In January 2006, we conducted a survey of
the bird in Kazi Township. I crawled on my belly to a ditch, approximately 100 meters from its
core roosting area. I soon realized that the black-necked cranes were not afraid of me. Some even
closed in on me, which made me a bit apprehensive. I wondered if they would come over and peck

at me. There were so many of them.

At the time, we found the Hutoushan Reservoir could be an uncertain factor. So, we decided to go
and take a look. We rode bicycles to get there, but had to carry them back because our tires burst.
Now, the road has been repaired. It's about 10 kilometers long. (At that time) we walked until it
got dark. There were no lights, so we walked unsteadily. Then we heard the cranes calling,
because some cranes return to roost by the Kazi Reservoir at night. We realized that we had

reached the edge of the dam. It was the black-necked cranes that had guided us home.

Please remember to remind us that when we arrive in Xetongmen County, we need to walk around

the back side of the mountains.
Actually, I think long-term monitoring is more important.

Currently, we are also conducting research on the gut microbiome of black-necked cranes,
conservation biology, and geological studies. We will exchange data on the adult and young
cranes we have recorded with international peers. We will also engage in academic discussions
regarding the effect of some natural phenomena, for example, the drastic impact of climate change.
The probability of extreme weather will be high. Also, amid such drastic changes, whether the
cranes can find a better habitat. I think this is a question we all need to think about. How our
protection can exert a better influence. I think it also requires more scientific and technological

investment, to increase remote sensing across its habitat, and similar work.

We consistently emphasize that a lot of small conservation areas are not as effective as a single
large one. As a large conservation area can provide more genetic exchange and is more conducive
to forming a concerted effort. The national park model represents a promising direction for the

development of protected areas.

We remain committed to advancing the study of black-necked cranes, to optimize or help them

better adapt to climate change, which is essentially my original aspiration.

Safeguarding plateau elf -- black-necked cranes
02 A family of four generations committed to black-necked crane
protection



STORY:

Every year in mid-October to March, black-necked cranes will fly over the mountains to the
middle reaches of the Yarlung Tsangpo River valley for the winter.

Tenzin, an over 70-year-old man from Shigatse, Xizang Autonomous Region has been guarding
the wintering black-necked cranes for more than 20 years. There are more than 30 kilometers of
black-necked crane patrol road within the territory of Quma Town, Lhatse County, where he is
located, and it takes four hours to take a trip one way.

Before the Farming Losar in 2024, Tenzin brought his great-grandson together to feed the
black-necked cranes "New Year's goods". In recent years, the number of black-necked cranes has
been increasing, and he hopes that his children will be able to protect them from one generation to
the next.

SUBTITLE:

Black-necked cranes are the only birds of their kind to inhabit plateau areas globally.

They are also a first-class nationally protected species.

From mid-October each year, they fly over mountains to spend the winter in Xizang Autonomous
Region.

Xizang is a habitat for black-necked cranes to overwinter and breed.

White crane.

Please lend me your wings.

I won't fly far.

Only to Lithang and I will return.

January, 2024
Lhaze County in Shigatse City of the Xizang Autonomous Region
Tenzin, He has served as a wildlife caretaker for 20 years.

Tenzin Quying, Great-grandson of Tenzin: Are we feeding the black-necked cranes with this?
SOUNDBITE:

Tenzin : Yes, indeed. If we call the cranes over and offer them a bag of wheat, they’ll bring us a
basket of ginseng in return.

Tenzin Quying: Will they grow up?

Tenzin: They will.

Tenzin Quying: Then I’d like to ride on their backs.



Tenzin: I'm a caretaker of the black-necked cranes. As an elder, I have a soft spot for them. I
adore them. Their calls are like music to my ears. When I hear them “chirping,” it warms my heart,

and I know they’re on their way back.

Tenzin: The day after tomorrow will be the first day of the 2024 Shigatse Farming New Year.
They’ll fly here in the early morning. The food we eat on the first day of the New Year here in

Shigatse, will be a treat for the cranes too.

Tenzin: When I scatter the grain, they will fly over to forage. This morning they all arrived here.
The feed for the cranes is provided by the Agriculture and Rural Affairs Bureau and the Forestry
and Grassland Bureau. It's wheat. We usually feed them about two bags of wheat at a time. They
eat quite a lot in the fields. With the bountiful harvest, the black-necked cranes, cattle, and sheep

are all well-fed.

Tenzin: When I call out “chirp, chirp,” they all look at me. They are not afraid of me. When I say

“chirp, chirp,” they turn their heads to look at me. I feed them often, so they might recognize me.

Tenzin: I have an electric tricycle. I ride it when I go on patrol. In Quma Township, there are more
than 30 kilometers of patrol route within the jurisdiction of black-necked crane conservation. The
purpose of the patrol is to check on their condition, and see if they are injured. Although such

occurrences are rare, it's reassuring to check.

Tenzin: There was a crane that stayed at my home to heal for over a year. Its wing was hurt. It
couldn't fly due to the injury, but as it got better, it ventured into a barley field. I tracked it down
there. Even a dog couldn’t catch it because of its long legs and wings. It didn’t fly away because

of the injury.

Tenzin: As far back as I can recall, the “chirp” is the call of the black-necked cranes. With
increased awareness and conservation efforts, their population has surged, especially during the

two decades while I've served as a wildlife caretaker.

Kendra Village in Quma Township, Lhaze County

Tenzin’s family was preparing guthuk for the New Year.

Tenzin: In the past, our house was very small, and I made a living by making Tibetan boots. When
I learned that making feed buckets could be more lucrative, I switched to crafting buckets. After

my income improved, I built this house. This house is very nice.



Tenzin: I’'m already in my seventies.
Tenzin: When I get too old to feed them, please take over.
Tenzin Quying: OK. I will.

Tenzin: I will do this job for as long as I can. My son will take over after me. I hope his son will

also engage in black-necked crane protection.

Safeguarding plateau elf -- black-necked cranes
04 Tibetan wildlife conservationist dedicates 8 years to black-necked
crane protection

STORY:

In late March every year, black-necked cranes that winter along the Yarlung Zangbo River Valley
migrate to Shenzha County, Nagqu City, southwest China's Xizang Autonomous Region, where
they nest, hatch, and raise their babies.

Wildlife conservationist Jizong has dedicated the past eight years to protecting the black-necked
cranes, equipped with a motorcycle, a telescope, a bag of food, and a record book for her patrols.
Her primary duties involve monitoring and documenting the black-necked cranes and their eggs.
Over the years, Jizong has been delighted to discover that the population of black-necked cranes is
rising. She said that black-necked cranes are known for their loyalty, and humans should cherish
and protect each other's feelings just as these birds do.

SUBTITLE:

Black-necked cranes are the only birds of their kind to inhabit plateau areas globally.

They are also a first-class nationally protected species.

From mid-October each year, they fly over mountains to spend the winter in Xizang Autonomous
Region.

Xizang is a habitat for black-necked cranes to overwinter and breed.

White crane.

Please lend me your wings.

I won't fly far.

Only to Lithang and I will return.

Xainza County of Nagqu City, Xizang Autonomous Region

Jizong, Wildlife conservationist



SOUNDBITE:
Jizong . My name is Jizong, a wildlife conservationist from Kaxiang in Xainza County, Nagqu

City. I have been working as a wildlife conservationist for eight years now.

The black-necked cranes migrate here in March each year, start to breed and hatch in May, and fly

to other places in November to overwinter. They stay here for about eight months every year.

My job is to observe when the black-necked cranes fly here and to protect them during their

egg-laying and incubation.

Since the wetlands are vast, and the black-necked cranes don't typically lay eggs in concentrated

areas, we need to patrol a wide range of regions over an extended period.

When it rains, rising water levels endanger the eggs. We need to keep records whether the eggs

have been submerged or not.

The Xainza area of Siling Co National Nature Reserve is a paradise for birds.More than 120
species of birds reside here, creating a spectacular scene.This paradise is also China’s highest

altitude and largest reserve for black-necked crane protection and breeding.

Most black-necked cranes lay only one or two eggs at one time. They take about 21 days to hatch.
If the eggs get wet, this period will extend to about 32 days. Without knowing the exact laying
date, we can determine it by the color of the eggs. Initially, the eggs are white, but as time passes,

they gradually develop black spots, and eventually turn a light red.

Black-necked cranes prefer to nest in the heart of wetlands, not necessarily on flat terrain, thanks
to their long legs that allow them to navigate uneven ground. The choice of nesting in the wetland
center is primarily for protection. It reduces the risk of eggs being preyed upon by animals such as
wild dogs and foxes. Therefore, they lay eggs in the central area of the wetland and do not need

flat ground.

The biggest challenge for black-necked cranes occur while they forage far away, leaving their

eggs at risk of being eaten by other wild animals.

Our patrols can range from as short as 5 kilometers to as far as 30 kilometers, with the latter
requiring an entire day to complete. As a woman, I’m worried about encountering bears or wolves
when I have to venture into remote, uninhabited areas. To ensure safety, we always go in pairs

when heading to such areas.



I first saw black-necked cranes at the age of 18, right here in Pubu Village. I remember that two
black-necked cranes were foraging. Unlike other birds, they have very long legs, which make

them quite prominent. I was immediately struck by how different they were from other birds.

At the time, China was advocating for the protection of wild animals,including the black-necked

crane. This inspired me to become a wildlife conservationist. It ignited a passion within me.

Tibetans regard the black-necked cranes as a sacred bird. These cranes are renowned for their
fidelity in relationships. If one partner is injured, the other will come to its aid. If a creature like
the black-necked crane can exhibit such deep affection, then we as humans should certainly strive
to safeguard our own relationships. For me and my spouse, this is not just a theory, but a

commitment we actively uphold.

As the black-necked crane population continues to grow, we don’t view their presence in wetlands
as an encroachment on our land. Instead, we recognize that the world is a shared home for both
humans and animals. The Earth does not belong solely to humans. It is a home that we all, humans

and animals alike, share equally.
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1.Explore the wintering grounds of black-necked cranes in Xizang
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2.A family of four generations committed to black-necked crane

protection
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3.A Tibetan photographer's adventures in black-necked crane

territory
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4.Tibetan wildlife conservationist dedicates 8 years to black-necked

crane protection
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