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PREFACE

our mission

Liziba, a village in Bikou Town, Wen County, Gansu Province, is a 
pioneer in building a low-carbon rural community. Its series of climate 
adaptation actions offer valuable insights.

Confronted with climate change, grassland degradation, the people 
who lived there now actively face and solve the problems proactively 
with Shan Shui Conservation Center’s support. 

Future plans include continued forest management, long-term 
monitoring, and community-based climate change coping strategies, 
serving as a model for addressing climate change uncertainties.

We see endless possibilities to build a climate resilient community on the 
Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau, that faces climate change in the frontline. 

With thanks to our sponsors and partners.

Founded in 2007, Shan Shui Conservation Center is a 
Chinese NGO dedicated to species and ecosystem 
conservation to resolve the problem of human 
and nature coexistence. We focus our work on the 
endangered species including the Snow leopard, Giant 
panda and Snub-nosed monkey in western China, 
and also on urban ecosystems in the more densely 
populated east. By community-based conservation 
practices and citizen science research projects, 
we explore conservation innovation and crystalize 
solutions, to achieve the goal of ecological equality – 
a sustainable balance between nature and human, 
traditional and modern culture, and the bottom-up and 
top-down decision making process.
Since 2016, Shan Shui Conservation Center has started 
a series of work to study the impact of climate change 
on rural communities. Earlier work included investigating 
perceptions, vulnerability, and responses of the 
communities facing climate change. We later, with our 
partners, helped initiate and facilitate several adaptive 
programs in different parts of western China, to promote 
community resilience. Here in this brochure, we present 
4 cases of our local communities that we have been 
working closely with, set in different natural and cultural 
backgrounds. The environment and livelihoods are 
affected by climate change in many ways, and the 
people are exploring various methods and taking 
actions to mitigate the effects. We hope the stories 
can give our readers a bit of a sense of the possibilities 
that these communities have shown. With outer 
supports from government departments or NGOs, and 
resorting to science as well as traditional knowledge, a 
community could find its own way of adaptation in this 
changing world. 
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BACKGROUND & CHALLENGE
Located in Zhenqin Township, Chenduo County, within Yushu 
Prefecture, Gyatong Grassland graces the Sanjiangyuan National Nature 
Reserve at 4,250 meters above sea level. It features alpine meadow and 
grassland ecosystems with diverse flora and fauna.

Spanning 160 sq km, Gyatong Grassland houses 1,362 residents in 340 
households across five livestock farming groups. For centuries, the 
village intertwined with the grassland, relying on grazing. Different 
grassland sections are assigned to each farming group, prompting 
seasonal migrations 2-4 times annually, aligning with rural regulations 
and traditions. This mirrors a sustainable integration of human activities 
with Gyatong Grassland’s natural rhythms.

However, historical overgrazing, climate change, and resource 
exploitation disrupt this balance. The assault exceeds the regenerative 
capacity of traditional migration, worsened by extreme weather. This 
jeopardizes herder families’ lifestyles and widens the gap between 
modern and traditional living.

SOLUTION
Since 2017, Shan Shui Conservation Center has been actively engaged in 
ecological conservation efforts within the Gyatong Grassland. Supported 
by various levels of local government departments, a comprehensive 
approach has been undertaken. 

01. Improving community’s disaster prevention and preparedness 
capabilities:
In the Gyatong community, residents employ two prevalent strategies 
to contend with extreme weather conditions. One approach involves 
proactively purchasing insurance for livestock in advance, mitigating 
potential economic losses. Another widespread practice is the 
preparation of hay before winter, a preemptive measure in case of 
shortages in the native grassland supply. While the decision to invest in 
insurance largely rests on individual households, the preparation of hay 
is a more commonly observed behavior within the community.
During this process, the local government assumes the role of coordinating 
the needs of the local populace and waiving freight charges for families. 
Simultaneously, Shan Shui Conservation Center collaborates closely 
with Peking University, overseeing the donation of 1000 bundles of hay 

Ongoing issues for discussion:

01 - Distilled perceptions that contradict modern 
scientific explanations for grassland degradation

A prevailing misconception among local residents 
is the belief that the quantity of livestock is 
unrelated to the grassland’s health. Many firmly 
assert that increasing the number of yaks 
contributes to enhanced grassland distribution, 
as they perceive animal grazing behavior to 
stimulate grass growth. This conviction stems 
from past experiences of heavy grazing without 
apparent decline in grassland prosperity. 
However, there’s a lack of awareness that the 
carrying capacity had already peaked, and the 
perceived prosperity was a fleeting illusion. The 
shift in ecosystem dynamics from the 1970s to the 
present is directly attributed to overgrazing.

02 – The conflict between short-term economic 
benefits and long-term ecological benefits

The influx of currency sweeps into traditional 
nomadic families, causing a clash between the 
two lifestyles. Some families, unprepared and 
driven by a desire for development, grapple with 
this tension. With the unregulated exploitation of 
natural resources, one seventh of households 
engaged in silverweed root exploitation this year. 
This activity poses a serious threat, causing 
the expansion of black soil, adversely affecting 
grazing families. Despite awareness of the harm, 
the pursuit of significant gains sustains this 
detrimental behavior.

However, historical overgrazing, climate change, 
and resource exploitation disrupt this balance. 

The assault exceeds the regenerative capacity of 
traditional migration, worsened by extreme weather.
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to support the community in these efforts.

02. Advocating grassland restoration:
In its commitment to bolstering community sustainability, Shan Shui 
has been actively advocating and supporting local grass planting 
initiatives since 2020. In 2023, each herding group received an equitable 
distribution of seeds and fences, collectively supporting an expansive 
40-hectare area. Leveraging local wisdom and drawing lessons from 
the past, the community, in collaboration with Shan Shui, achieved 
remarkable success in grassland restoration this year through adaptive 
measures. 

03. Supporting the development of diverse livelihoods:
Simultaneously, we encourage communities to diversify their livelihoods. 
In November 2021, with the backing of the local government and Shan 
Shui Conservation Center, the Gyatong Women’s Handicraft Group was 
established. Comprising 13 members across age groups from the 1960s to 
the 1990s, all are women from the Zhenqin Second village community 
in Chenduo County, Yushu Prefecture. These resourceful women 
utilize yak wool, a local plateau material, to craft a range of products 
featuring the Tibetan fox, a species unique to the plateau. Through their 
skillful hands and ingenuity, the group aims to forge multiple paths for 
community development.

04. Building scientific databases through monitoring for future reference 
and protection:
The Black-necked Crane, a first-class protected animal in China, is 
the sole crane species worldwide that breeds on the Qinghai-Tibetan 
plateau. As a flagship species for the plateau’s wetland ecosystem and 
a vital element of local culture, we’ve organized four Black-necked 
Crane monitoring training sessions at the Gyatong Reserve. Presently, 
12 community members serve as Gyatong Black-necked Crane patrols, 
aiding in observation and documentation. Given the complexity of factors 
influencing crane populations, including anthropogenic and climate-
related changes, we aim to conduct more comprehensive monitoring 
for detailed records and insights in the future. This effort is crucial to 
safeguard the “Chinese Water Tower” and our wetland habitat.
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Shan Shui Conservation Center

Partners and Sponsors

Web: http://en.shanshui.org/
Contact: +86-10-62761034
Email: contact@shanshui.org

Instagram X (former Twitter) Facebook Wechat

Our work as stated herein very much depends on the concerted efforts of these partners:


