Wildlife Conservation on the Tibetan Plateau: Part of “Development” or “Anti-Development?”
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At present, systems that can assure long-term persistence of native fauna on the Tibetan plateau in the presence of people are not yet developed. As human population increases, economic systems are modified, and cultures change, developing such systems will be an increasingly difficult task. Yet, people in Tibet, China, and worldwide will come to regret it if wildlife is reduced to remnants during this time of transformation on the Plateau.

Generalities almost beg for exceptions and this one is no different, but I’ll offer it anyway: Wild animals on the Tibetan plateau require large expanses of space for populations to be viable over the long-term, because primary productivity (i.e., the ability of plants to convert sunshine, water, and minerals into phytomass) is quite low (Gu 2000). Although we lack rigorous quantitative data, qualitative and anecdotal data suggest that most species roam over large areas (Harris and Miller 1995, Harris et al. 2001). We cannot pinpoint small areas for “natural zoos”, and assume that wildlife will thereby be adequately conserved. At the same time, almost the entire Plateau serves as home and the source of food, fiber, and other resources to people (Miller 1999). Thus, neither can we “set aside” extremely large areas, to say nothing of the entire area, for exclusive use by wildlife. Instead, I submit that the majority of area must be managed in ways that allow some level of co-existence between productive uses for people, and persistence of wildlife. 

Most conservationists and scientists from “developed” countries working on conservation in places such as the Tibetan plateau have focused on nature reserves or similar protected areas. The protected area concept is noble, but if one accepts my previous assertions as reasonable, we will ultimately need to assist in developing ways to protect wildlife in “unprotected” areas as well.

Here, I’ll expand briefly on problems with focusing exclusively on designation and management of “nature reserves” (the only designation that Chinese authorities currently use):

1) There will inevitably be ecoregions and/or species that are missed by even the most extensive nature reserve system. Generally, nature reserves are most easily established where human pressures are least, and this will probably continue to be the case. This generally means that some species’ habitat requirements coincide with nature reserve locations, but others do not. Humans usually monopolize the most productive habitats first, so places where humans are rare are usually not representative of ecosystems as a whole. This general pattern of nature reserve placement has been shown to hold in nearby Nepal and Yunnan (Hunter and Yonzon 1993, Lan and Dunbar 2000). Thus, although the Plateau currently has huge regions designated as “reserves”, there exist numerous species that are inadequately covered.

2) Even where species’ populations can obtain all their yearly needs within the boundaries of a nature reserve, long-term viability usually requires occasional demographic and genetic interchange with other populations. Thus, the ability for areas that are not designated as nature reserves to maintain at least low densities of these species, allowing movement and/or connectivity, is ultimately critical to population viability. 

3) The effectiveness of nature reserves at conserving the wildlife within them is highly dependent on the type and magnitude of pressures from outside their boundaries. Where people living nearby have few natural resources to use for daily needs, they will be less able to resist temptations to enter reserves to obtain them. Where neighboring people are able to live comfortably, they will be more accepting of prohibitions within reserves. Thus the health of the flora and fauna adjacent to nature reserves, in areas that primarily serve mankind’s purposes, is directly related to the success of nature reserves’ protective mission.

4) Public support of conservation, at all levels, is ultimately necessary. Where wildlife has priority, human uses must necessarily be curtailed, and, in extreme cases, eliminated entirely. If wildlife survives only in strict nature reserves, there can be a tendency for local people to consider wildlife as something that deprives them the opportunity to make a living, rather than something that they enjoy themselves. To cordon all wildlife off into separate zones risks alienating people from the rich experience of interacting with wildlife, understanding it, and ultimately, valuing it.

5) Most nature reserves in China (WWF 1998), and on the Tibetan plateau in particular (Harris 2001) exist on paper only. Of course, development of effective in-situ conservation takes time, and one cannot expect perfection initially. But the expansion of the reserve system has now advanced far beyond the capability (or willingness) of on-the-ground implementation of constraints on human activity to favor nature. At this point, delineation of nature reserves and management as nature reserves have become almost completely delinked. In many nature reserves in high-elevation, arid portions of western China, there is no discernible difference in the intensity of, or rule-set governing, human development activity (Harris 2001).  

Compounding these problems is the current emphasis on “development” in China. While governments at all levels clearly pay lip-service to nature conservation, officials are ultimately judged not by the health of the ecosystems surrounding them, but by the (possibly short-term) increase in incomes produced on their watch. Because nature conservation is essentially a problem of altering human behavior, it makes sense to understand the underlying structure of incentives and disincentives. My experience suggests that we must find conservation activities that coincide with the existing economic incentive system, to complement those necessary conservation actions (e.g., strict protection) that tend to buck it (Harris 1996a).

Of course, strong arguments can be made that wildlife conservation senso stricto is ultimately in the economic interests of us all. However, I believe that the time frame required for this argument to prevail is longer than either government officials or common people living on the Plateau are willing to adopt. One often hears Chinese wildlife advocates repeat the shibboleth that “protecting wildlife is really protecting mankind itself” [保护野生动物就是保护人类自己], and admit that it has a nice ring to it. But the truth is that most of what people do to ecosystems is to simplify them, so as to appropriate as much of the available energy and materials to human use as possible. This, by its very nature, acts to the detriment of biodiversity, which requires that energy and materials flow through complex webs. In short, a healthy and diverse ecosystem contains much that appears as “waste” from the viewpoint of human welfare. Thus, while there no doubt exists a long-term congruence of interest between human welfare and wildlife conservation (and it is also true that most pastoral people value wildlife for reasons well beyond the material ones), on the time-scale on which most decisions are made, wildlife conservation conflicts with efforts to improve human standards of living.

I argue that, at least for the next few decades, we should focus more on tactics that allow wildlife to “pay its own way”, i.e., that allow wildlife to defray some or all the costs (opportunity or tangible) of its own protection (Harris 1996a). Such an approach will find more favor with governments currently in power, and will also reduce existing conflicts between agriculture and biodiversity conservation. Many species will have no way to do this, so species which do will have to “lend” them value, acting as surrogates (either as “umbrella” or “flag-ship” species, in current conservation-biology parlance).

So, what are the ways this might be accomplished? Here are 3, but perhaps there are others:

1. Supporting wildlife through ecotourism. The concept that incentives to conserve wildlife and its habitat can be created through the economic benefits to local people flowing from foreign tourists has lately become popular in the West. It has been a successful approach in some countries, and deserves serious consideration on the Plateau as well (Choegyal 2001). However, I remain skeptical that ecotourism has a great deal to offer Plateau wildlife. Surveys conducted in the early 1990’s suggested that the potential market for wildlife-oriented travel on the Plateau was small, and that most foreigners – even those interested in wildlife – would be unable to withstand the difficulties of high-elevation travel necessary to see these species (Harris 1995). Certainly, a small number of foreigners would willingly undertake the hardships, but most of these would want to limit their spending as much as possible, under-cutting precisely the objective of offering such tourism in the first place. As well, most money spent by tourists goes to support travel, lodging, and food, with very little available to be spent on-site for direct conservation. Providing a standard of services that would produce larger revenues would inevitably require development of roads, lodges, and food establishments, which in my view would be highly undesirable. This type of intensive development would degrade the wild quality of the area, as well as threaten the ability of local people to control the type and pace of change in their own cultures.

2. Supporting wildlife through international hunting. At least two areas on the Plateau, Dulan (Liu 1995) and Aksai (Harris 2001) have initiated promising conservation programs based largely on revenues from foreign hunters. The mere existence of a group of energetic, sincere, local staff interested in wildlife conservation – which would not exist without these programs – should not be taken lightly. But these programs are not without considerable problems.

Because the principal aim of initiating a foreign hunting program is neither to simply kill animals nor to produce revenue but is, in fact, to generate local support for conservation, it should be obvious that local attitudes are critical. If local people oppose hunting, or if they are hostile to the concept of allowing foreign hunters nearby in exchange for financial or in-kind benefits, such a program should not be initiated, even if it is likely to generate revenue and can be justified biologically. I know of at least one case in which Buddhist values were offended by bringing in a foreign hunter, and can think of little positive conservation benefit that could justify generating that kind of resentment. 

Similarly, I worry about programs set up where local people have traditionally hunted and are now prohibited from doing so while foreigners may. Most pastoralists enjoy sharing what little they have, but it strains human nature to expect people who are relatively poor to willingly give up something of great value to much wealthier people with whom they have little in common, unless the compensating benefits are considerable.

If generating local support for conservation is the goal, it also follows that, where revenues are needed to pay the opportunity costs, local people should receive priority in funding allocation. This has not yet occurred in China. In fact, county-level staff are treated as hired hands, rather than as the local experts in wildlife conservation and conflict resolution they ultimately need to be. Needless to add, the interests of  pastoralists living on the land are given even less credence by systems currently in place (Harris 2001). 

3. Subsistence Hunting. Where hunting has traditionally been seen as a legitimate activity, serious consideration should be given to re-instituting subsistence rights to specified communities for limited quantities of animals. Doing so would potentially liberate the incentives for conservation inherent in controlling and benefiting from a finite, natural resource. However, such incentives would only translate into effective conservation if land tenure arrangements were secure, stability was assured, boundaries among neighboring communities were clear, and workable mechanisms for changing necessary regulations and for resolving inevitable disputes were accepted (Harris 1996b).  

Hunting has been a traditional activity for many people on the Plateau, although only for a minority of Tibetans (Goldstein and Beall 1990, Harris 1991, 1994). However, even in Tibetan areas, there is a tradition of taking small numbers of blue sheep (Pseudois nayaur), Tibetan antelope (Pantholops hodgsoni), musk deer (Moschus spp.), Tibetan gazelle (Procapra picticaudata), and other species to a lesser degree. For local hunting to be reinitiated and be sustainable, there are both biological and social factors to consider, but the social ones are probably more critical. In thinking about how to make a locally-based hunting system sustainable, land tenure, social stability, resource control, equity of benefits, and integrity of the flow of information about the resource probably require more attention than does biological capacity of the hunted population. Thus, for example, I am more optimistic about the potential for sustainable hunting of musk deer than chiru (despite the latter’s potential abundance). Musk deer are localized (Harris and Cai 1993) and thus individual villages can potentially manage themselves so as to conserve them. However, chiru are largely migratory (Schaller 1998), making regulation of a consumptive system highly problematic.

Most pastoralists, by nature of their lifestyle, possess the fundamental knowledge and value system upon which to base sustainable consumption. Most Tibetans, being Buddhists, possess additional morals that tend to work toward the benefit of wildlife. However, characterizing traditional Tibetan practice as causing no conflict whatsoever with biodiversity protection is simplistic. Similarly, even had they not been faced with the added pressures from being a part of greater China, Tibetans would have found themselves needing additional tools to successfully conserve wildlife in the 21st century. At the same time, most Chinese scientists and officials undervalue traditional knowledge and customs, and fail to utilize existing positive attitudes toward wildlife.  Even where the ultimate goal is uncontroversial, the top-down mode in which Chinese systems usually operate is counter-productive for wildlife conservation. The existing challenge is to provide more skills, incentives, and authority to people at local levels.
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