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Living with Nature: \

A case of Black necked Crane Conservation

in the valley of Phobjikha, Western Bhutan

Pema WANGDA
RNR-RDC-Yusipang, BHUTAN

%

Phobjikha valley is located at an elevation of 2900 m a.s.l. in the west central Bhutan and
is the largest wetlands in the country. The population of Phobjikha is 4716 in 498 households.
The Agriculture and livestock are the main sources of livelihood and source of income for the

\ 7 4

people. About 90 % of foraging ground is covered by small bamboos of Yushania and
Arundinella. The grazing by domestic animals in summer help to maintain the foraging
ground to the right height for crane’s winter roosting habitat. The valley provides a rare
combination of farming practices and conservation of biodiversity with a special reference to
the black necked cranes. The cranes are one of the most endangered species of birds, classified
as vulnerable by ICUN Red list. The cranes are known as Thrung Thrung Karm and are
regarded as heavenly birds or “Lhabja” by the Bhutanese people. This is probably one reason
why the cranes have been able to live in peace and harmony with humans for hundreds of
years. The black necked cranes also feature in many Bhutanese folklore, songs and dances. In
line with the harmonious relationship between cranes and human, the arrival of cranes in the
valley of Phobjikha gradually increased from 111 in 1990-1991 to 326 in 2009-2010.

The people of Phobjikha valley come together every year to celebrate Crane Festival
during the second week of November. After the festival, the villagers together with their cattle,
horses and sheep migrate down south at lower altitudes to their winter residence where they
have rice fields and winter fodder for their animals. It is the perfect system that develops in
the valley for black-necked crane’s winter habitat as there is no competition among domestic
animals and cranes. Around second week of March, black necked cranes start to migrate to
their summer habitat in Tibet while communities with their cattle coming back to Phobjikha.
Therefore, Cranes and humans are critically linked with each other in the valley of Phobjikha.

The valley is not totally affected by the forces of modernization and its traditional society,
cultural landscapes, natural biodiversity and pristine environment are still intact. However,
balancing environmental conservation with development activities will always remain a
challenge as people’s traditional perception of nature and wildlife conservation changes. In
this regard, the Royal Society for Protection of Nature (RSPN), a non governmental
organization in close collaboration with the government institution involving communities
initiated environment friendly activities such as introducing solar photovoltaic light instead
of grid electricity in the valley, community based sustainable tourism, organic farming, crane
festivals and more importantly involving students in the conservation activities.
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- Black Necked Crane-foraging’on the crop residues, insects,

soft shoots and dwarf bamboo roots
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