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The Black-necked Crane, the only crane species to reside year-round in high-altitude wetlands, is a flagship 
indicator of the ecological integrity and climate resilience of the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, one of the world's most 
critical and sensitive ecosystems.

Strengthened by the UNDP-GEF Flyway Conservation Network Project since 2022, the Black-necked Crane 
Conservation Network has become a vital transboundary platform, which connects scientists, protected area 
managers, local communities, and government agencies across China, Bhutan, India, and Nepal, enabling 
collaborative conservation efforts along the Central Asian Flyway. 

By bridging scientific research, traditional cultural values, and community engagement, the Black-necked 
Crane Conservation network promotes an integrated and sustainable conservation model that strengthens 
species protection, supports sustainable livelihoods, and enhances ecological resilience across the high-altitude 
landscapes of the region.

The Black-necked Crane Conservation Network demonstrates a low-cost, scalable, and adaptable model 
for transboundary cooperation that can be applied to other migratory species facing climate change, habitat 
fragmentation, and governance complexity.
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The need for coordinated, transboundary
conservation
As a flagship species of the Central Asian Flyway, the 
Black-necked Crane is an indicator of the health of high-
altitude wetland ecosystems. No single country can 
manage its population viability alone. Over the past three 
decades, while China has established a strong conservation 
foundation through legal frameworks, protected area 
networks, systematic research, habitat restoration, and 
public awareness initiatives, effective long-term protection 
requires coordinated, range-wide action. The Black-necked 
Crane Conservation Network was established to connect 
stakeholders across national boundaries of China, Bhutan, 
India, and Nepal, align conservation priorities, and enable 
joint responses to shared threats.

  Context 
China is the main distribution area and 
knowledge base of Black-necked Crane
China hosts the majority of the global population of the 
Black-necked Crane and serves as the species'primary 
distribution area. As the world's only crane species 
adapted to year-round life in high-altitude environments, 
the Black-necked Crane inhabits remote and inhospitable 
regions of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Due to its habitat 
isolation, the species remained largely unknown until its 
formal description in 1876, with limited scientific research 
for decades thereafter. By the late 20th century, it was 
considered the least-known crane species in the world and 
in urgent need of systematic study and conservation.

Since the 1990s, China has made sustained investments 
in research, monitoring, habitat protection, and public 
awareness across the species'full l ife cycle. Theses 
efforts contributed to a global population increase from 
approximately 5,600–6,000 in 1996 to more than 15,000 by 
2020. As an outcome, the IUCN reclassified the species from 
Vulnerable (VU) to Near Threatened (NT). China's long-term 
experience in Black-necked Crane protection now represents 
a most comprehensive conservation model for migratory 
species.

Objectives

Emerging challenges in a rapidly changing
plateau environment
Despite these successes, the Black-necked Crane faces 
intensifying pressures. Climate change has driven rapid 
warming and increased humidity on the Qinghai–Tibet 
Plateau, reshaping wetland ecosystems, In some areas, 
wetland expansion coexists with severe desertification. 
Meanwhile, urban expansion and shifts in traditional land-
use practices have further reduced suitable habitats. The 
accelerated deployment of renewable energy infrastructure, 
including wind, solar, and hydropower facilities in key 
distribution areas, has further increased collision risks and 
population losses.

These interacting pressures reflect challenges increasingly 
faced by high-altitude and migratory species worldwide, 
underscoring the need for adaptive, cooperative, and 
system-level responses.
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Building the Black-necked Crane conservation 
network
The Black-necked Crane Conservation Network, designed 
with low entr y barr iers and f lexible par t ic ipation 
mechanisms, functions as an open and inclusive platform 
linking research institutes, protected areas authorities, 
NGOs, communities, and volunteer groups across China, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal and other countries. Digital tools 
such as WeChat enable real-time information exchange, 
joint planning, and coordinated implementation of 
conservation actions across the species'life cycle. A 
volunteer coordination group was established to guide the 
annual work planning of the conservation network. With 
an open and inclusive approach, the network welcomes all 
volunteers engaged in Black-necked Crane conservation to 
participate and share experiences on an equal basis.

Capacity building and learning exchange
The network holds regular annual learning exchange 
meetings to share recent research f indings,  f ie ld 
experiences, and management innovations related to the 
Black-necked Crane. Till now, 9 annual meetings and more 
than 40 skill-building training workshops were organized, 
covering synchronized wintering population surveys, 
satellite tracking and monitoring, bird banding, and disease 
surveillance. These activities enhance technical capacity, 
improve methodological consistency, and build trust among 
network members, the total of more than 1000 people are 
direct benefited. 

Community participation and environmental 
education
The network promotes the development of“people–
crane harmony”communities that integrates conservation 
with sustainable livelihoods. By highlighting the cultural 
significance of the Black-necked Crane, environmental 
education initiatives foster local stewardship and pride in 
their homeland. Little Crane Classrooms and locally adapted 
educational materials support intergenerational learning 
and awareness. In close collaboration with protected 
area managers, site-specific development strategies are 
designed to ensure that conservation benefits, such as 
ecotourism and cultural activities, are shared equitably with 
local communities.

National-level conservation initiatives in China
As the primary range country, China plays a leading role in 
national conservation planning. Drawing on more than 30 
years of successful practices and accumulated experiences 
in Black-necked Crane conservation, and aligning with the 
government's 15th Five-Year Plan, China has developed the 
National Medium- and Long-Term Conservation Plan for 
the Black-necked Crane and established the National Crane 
Conservation and Research Center. These initiatives provide 
a comprehensive framework for policy coordination, 
scientific research, habitat protection, and ecological 
restoration across key breeding, stopover, and wintering 
sites.

International cooperation and transboundary 
conservation
Acknowledging the species'transboundary distribution, the 
network promotes international collaboration under the 
Central Asian Flyway framework. Joint actions in species 
protection, habitat monitoring, community engagement, 
and knowledge exchange strengthen mutual understanding 
and provide a foundation for coordinated flyway-scale 
conservation of the Black-necked Crane and its alpine 
wetland ecosystems. This approach complements existing 
international frameworks while demonstrating how 
informal networks can enhance formal flyway governance 
mechanisms.

Management  Actions

Capacity Building Workshop on Black-necked Crane Conservation and Management 

Awareness Raising and Conservation Campaign in Dashanbao

Black-necked Crane Festival in Bhutan



Benefits
Ecological benefits
Promoting range-wide conservation of the Black-necked 
Crane
While centered on a single flagship species, the Network 
delivers ecosystem-level benefits and strengthens 
conser vat ion outcomes for ent ire alpine wetland 
communities. The global population of the Black-necked 
Crane has stabilized at over 15,000 individuals, with core 
distribution areas effectively maintained. By sharing China's 
conservation experience and coordinated action among 
partners, the network has supported aligned protection 
efforts in Bhutan, India, and Nepal. As of 2024, the 
network covers 9 countries, includes over 32 member 
institutions, and has trained more than 200 conservation 
practitioners.

Supporting Central Asian Flyway Conservation
Protection the Black-necked Crane and its habitats also 
generated co-benefits for a wide range of sympatric species, 
such as Ruddy Shelducks, Bar-headed Geese, raptors, 
and various other waterbirds. The organizational models, 
technical approaches, and collaborative mechanisms 
developed through the network have greatly contributed 

Social and cultural benefits
Fostering community development and public engagement
Black-necked Crane conservation has catalyzed diverse 
community-based benefits. Activities such as the Black-
necked Crane Festival in Bhutan, winter birdwatching 
tourism in China, summer ecotourism in breeding 
areas, and ethnic cultural experiences—have enriched 
and diversified local tourism offerings. In 2025, two 
“people–crane harmony”demonstration models were 
established in Black-necked Crane communities in 
Zhaotong City, Yunnan Province, aiming to conserve 
critical crane habitats while promoting local economic 
development. These initiatives enable communities 
to share conser vat ion benef i ts  whi le  re inforc ing 
harmonious coexistence between people and cranes. 
Volunteer programs further connect research institutions, 
management agencies, communities, and the public, 
forming an integrated conservation model that links 
science, education, and citizen participation.

Regular annual learning exchange meetings and structured experience-sharing among stakeholders are essential to 
maintain the cohesion and effectiveness of the Black-necked Crane Conservation Network.

Strong international and domestic collaboration enables better resource sharing, strengthens technical capacity, and 
improves the efficiency of conservation funding mobilization.

Targeted training, step-by-step planning and phased capacity-building are critical for effective and sustained conservation 
action.

Standardized monitoring systems and transparent information-sharing mechanisms provide a solid foundation for 
coordinated and range-wide species management.

Informal, trust-based networks can significantly enhance the effectiveness of formal conservation policies, particularly in 
complex transboundary and data-limited contexts.

Lessons Learned
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