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The Story of the Siberian Crane Rice

BY Dr. Fang Wei-horng Ttaiwan Wild Bird Federation President
EeEeiEeley SCOtt Pursner taiwan Wild Bird Federaion Director of International Affairs

The Taiwan Wild Bird Federation's annual General
Assembly was held on September 24, 2022 at
Zhongshan Elementary School in Yilan City. As
the local host, Wild Bird Society of I-lan president
Chen Jie-peng and director-general Chen Shu-de
enthusiastically assisted in helping with booking the
venue, finding the accommodations and handling
a number of other arrangements. Meanwhile, the
Yilan County Agricultural Department, knowing that
delegates would be coming from all over Taiwan to
attend the meeting, prepared a special souvenir of
"Siberian Crane Rice" for the visitors. Though only
pocket-sized, the story behind this gift represents
an important achievement in bird conservation this
year.

i)
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The Siberian Crane Rice

Printed on the delicate packaging, it says "Origins
of Siberian Crane Rice: The Siberian Crane, an
extremely special visitor from Siberia, visited Yilan
for the first time on November 15, 2021, which
is on the second record for the species in Taiwan.
Because of this, both Yilan County and Yilan
City governments worked together to make sure
that the area where it stayed was undisturbed

8 My

and well maintained. Not only that, but eco-
friendly agriculture using the tenets of sustainable
development was promoted. These actions made
Yilan a more nature-friendly environment.”

Director-General Chen explained further. When the
Siberian Crane appeared in a farmland near the Yen
Ping Kai Xing Temple in Yilan City, it immediately
became a magnet for bird watchers and bird
photographers, attracting people from all over who
were interested in catching a glimpse of the critically
endangered species. Therefore, to ensure its safety
and security, the municipal government of Yilan City
coordinated with local farmers and volunteers to
protect it. To prevent the bird from being disturbed
by birdwatchers, they put up signs and installed
surveillance cameras around the habitat. They
also called on the public to keep quiet and not
make noise. Furthermore, they asked birders to
maintain an appropriate distance while birdwatching
and adhere to the principles of "no contact, no
disturbing, and no feeding". Temporary parking lots
were also created and local residents were asked
to assist in maintaining order there. This led to a
peaceful coexistence between the Siberian crane,
the local residents, and birdwatchers.

When winter began to turn to spring, it was
traditionally the time for sowing seeds and tilling
the earth. Yet thanks to a number of personal
donations, the land was able to be protected from
disturbance even though it was the planting season.
The municipal government also actively coordinated
with farmers near the habitat, encouraging them to
do eco-friendly agriculture on that 1 ha farmland.
Meanwhile, cultivation was totally suspended in the
area considered the Siberian Crane's main habitat.
These efforts ensured that the crane could forage



and rest safely. The surrounding fields were then
used for water storage. Also, the use of chemical
fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides was stopped in
favor of eco-friendly farming practices. Personnel
were sent on a daily basis to observe and record the
situation near the habitat as well.

When spring finally did arrive, the Siberian crane
began to take to the sky for longer and longer
periods. Finally, on March 8, 2022, with the
community watching their new friend and neighbor,
the Siberian Crane headed north to its breeding
grounds. Once it was confirmed that the bird was
safely on its way, the local farmers were asked if
the area previously protected as the crane's main
habitat could be converted back to farmland in
order to at least have some harvest for the season.
An earnest effort was made, and at the end of July,
this eco-friendly agricultural land was ready for
harvesting. The city government, community, and
conservationists jointly declared the yield the "Yilan
Siberian Crane Rice".

Before convening the General Assembly, Director-
General Chen wanted to share this story of
community, conservation, and cooperation with
the participating delegates. To do this, he wanted

to provide the rice cultivated on the prior Siberian
Crane habitat as a gift. He approached the section
chief of the Animal Husbandry Section of the Yilan
Agricultural Department to see if it was possible.
The section chief was more than happy to oblige
and immediately contacted the Yilan City Farmer's
Association to ask if there was any rice from that
area already packed and ready. They replied, "There
is no stock currently, but we can pack it for you
right now!" The result was the rice distributed to the
delegates on September 20, 2022.

In this special case of the wintering Siberian Crane
in Taiwan, it would not have been possible without
the support of the Yilan County and Yilan City
governments, the local community, the passionate
birders, or the local farmers who shifted their
production to eco-friendly farming practices in order
to maintain the necessary habitat. It is hoped that
this experience might plant the seeds of s stronger
coexistence with nature in the hearts of the people,
and in the future, they will take root, blossom and
bear fruit. Thus creating a long-lasting result to this

precious experience.
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Indoor Aqua-PV Requires
Environmental and Social

Regulations Now!

Taiwan Wild Bird Federation, Taiwan Environmental & Planning
Association, Citizens of the Earth, Taiwan, The Society of Wildermness, Green Citizens'
Action Alliance, Environmental Rights Foundation

The application of photovoltaic systems to
aquaculture farms (hereinafter referred to as Aqua-
PV) has been actively promoted by the Executive
Yuan as an important means of accelerating Taiwan's
energy transformation. While Aqua-PV in open
fields is done using ground-mounted systems with
a maximum of 40% ground-coverage ratio, indoor
Aqua-PV is done using rooftop systems which permit
a much higher PV coverage ratio of 80%. Although
indoor Aqua-PV seems more profitable, indoor
fish farming is more technologically demanding
as it requires 24-hour water quality treatment.
Because of this, solar developers need to bring in
new teams or cooperate with bigger fish farming
businesses to set up aquaculture systems. Yet solar
developers and investors believe that indoor Aqua-
PV projects are more easily controlled and a less
risky business venture compared with outdoor
projects where there is more necessity to deal with
traditional fish farming practices and management
styles. Therefore, although the cost per unit area of
indoor projects is much higher than that of outdoor
projects, it is now the favored method. Last month,
one project secured a massive syndicated loan
totaling NTD$8.88 billion (USD$291.3 million)
from several banks, setting a record for the highest
amount ever provided for an Aqua-PV project in

Taiwan. Compared with traditional aquaculture in
open fields, indoor projects would permanently alter
the land use and should be permitted only after
special consideration. However, there is currently a
lack of relevant environmental and social regulations
and little to no management guidelines for indoor
Aqua-PV. Without proper action now, large-scale
development of indoor Aqua-PV projects will likely
get out of control, resulting in serious environmental
degradation and aquaculture problems.

Lack of Standards for Indoor Aqua-PV Creates
High Risk of Negative Environmental Impacts

Taiwan Wild Bird Federation Secretary-General
Allen Lyu said Taiwan's southwestern coast is an
important stopover and wintering area for migratory
birds. In recent decades, natural mudflats on the
coast have been greatly reduced and semi-natural
wetlands such as outdoor fish farms and abandoned
salt pans have become some of the most important
alternative habitats for migratory birds. These include
areas such as the Hanbao Wetlands in Changhua
County, Chenglong and Kouhu Wetlands in Yunlin
County, Budai Salt Pan Wetlands in Chiayi County,




Joint Statement Press Release Host and Green Citizens' Action
Alliance Secretary-General Cui Su-xin speaks at press conference.
(Photo: Wu Chin-Hsuan)

Chiku District in Tainan City, and Yong'an Wetlands
in Kaohsiung City. In addition to providing foraging
grounds for migratory birds, fish farm embankments
adjacent to the sea provide areas for waterbirds
to rest. Conservation species such as Black-faced
Spoonbills are frequent visitors to fish ponds. To
minimize the impact of photovoltaic development
and preserve the important ecological functions of
fish farms, in recent years, the Ministry of Economic
Affairs, through an environmental and social review
mechanism, has designated areas as being "priority/,
"of mitigation concern" or "to be avoided" for Aqua-
PV installations based on ecological sensitivity. This
was all done with the hope that outdoor Aqua-
PV project developers would choose appropriate
locations and construct their installments in such
a way as to allow for coexistence with the local
ecology. However, indoor Aqua-PV projects are not
currently subject to any environmental and social
review mechanism standards. After developing the
panel installation, almost all the land is covered over
by structures or shade, essentially abandoning the
ecological function of the fish farm. There are also
currently no zoning regulations to reduce ecological
impacts or a limit on how many of these projects
can be done in an area. If this is not addressed as
soon as possible, a large number of unregulated and
unmanaged Aqua-PV projects will spring up. It can
be expected that this will destroy critical fish pond
habitat resulting in serious impacts on the local
ecology and the overall environment.
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We Must Address the Issue of Indoor Aqua-PV
Before Hitting a Point of No Return

Environmental Rights Foundation researcher Hsu
Po-Jen said that with indoor aquaculture, factors
such as climate and water quality are controlled,
and with the elimination of these limiting factors,
fish production can greatly increase. It has also long
been a policy goal of the Council of Agriculture to
promote modernization of Taiwanese aquaculture.
However, in the past, due to the high reliance
on technology for indoor aquaculture in order to
control the water quality, the high capital investment
required, and the need for manpower to monitor
the water quality 24 hours a day, aquaculturists
had little willingness to invest in such plans and
there were not many examples of successful cases.
Yet now, the photovoltaics industry and financial
institutions believe that indoor fish farms are a more
predictable and a low-risk fish farming method, so
they are preparing to invest heavily in indoor Aqua-
PV projects. Chiayi County alone is estimated to
have received Aqua-PV project applications totaling
around 200 hectares. Such large-scale investment
in indoor fish farming for such a small area is
unprecedented. Meanwhile, aquaculturists have
expressed reservations about whether Taiwan's
indoor aquaculture infrastructure and current skill
levels are sufficient to meet the expectations of the
photovoltaic industry as it invests in these projects.
They also pointed out that the photovoltaic industry
is likely underestimating the operating costs and the
risks posed by indoor fish farming. Hsu went on to
explain that it generally takes about three years for
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Taiwan Wild Bird Federation Secretary-General Allen Lyu Speaks
at press conference. (Photo: Wu Chin-Hsuan)



investments in agriculture or fisheries start showing
returns and to properly know whether production and
sales can be stabilized. The risks that aquaculturists
experience is not something the solar investors are
familiar with. Also, even though investors are so eager
to invest large sums in these integrated projects now,
if in two or three years they aren't making enough,
they may pull out. But it'll be too late for the land. The
indoor fish farm facilities will already be built and the
land already covered. Returning it to its original state
will be difficult if not completely impossible. The land
will already be past the point of no return.

There Should be Regional Inventories and
Number Caps for Indoor Aqua-PV Projects;
the Fisheries Agency Should Propose a White
Paper on Indoor Aquaculture

Hsu Bo-Jen explained that as the environmental and
social impacts of indoor Aqua-PV projects are so
great, and because the technological intervention
for indoor fish farming practices is higher, proper
environmental and social regulations as well as
appropriate aquaculture management guidelines are
not only necessary, but required. Indoor Aqua-PV
projects consist of rooftop panels attached to the
indoor aquaculture facility. Therefore, those looking
to establish new projects should first apply to the
Fisheries Agency under the Council of Agriculture
for permission to build the indoor fish farming
facility. After that, they should go to the Bureau
of Energy under the Ministry of Economic Affairs
and apply for a photovoltaic installation permit.
Also, as these projects involve both agriculture
and electricity generation, it is only appropriate
that both government agencies shoulder bear the
responsibility of managing them together.

The Fisheries Agency should also create and publish
a national white paper on indoor aquaculture. This
white paper should address operating capacity,
stable production and sales, ecological and other
environmentally-related specifications, inventory
and location planning, suitable fish species and
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Environmental Rights Foundation researcher Hsu Po-Jen speaks at
press conference. (Photo: Wu Chin-Hsuan)

management rules and standards. This information
can then serve as a guide for aquaculturists
throughout the country. It can also serve as the
reference base for local governments as they review
and issue permits for indoor fish farms.

Indoor Aqua-PV Project Planning Should
Exclude Areas of Mitigation Concern and
Have a Support Mechanism for Addressing
Environmental and Social Issues

Taiwan Environmental Planning Association Executive
Director Li Han-lin explained that southwestern
Taiwan's low-lying coast was originally a brackish
water floodplain where saltwater and freshwater
mixed. Early residents there built embankments
for fish ponds in line with natural environmental
conditions. They also employed an "open" farming
practice, which drained the water in winter, slowly
drying out the ponds and naturally preparing it for
the next aquaculture cycle. The small fish and shrimp
which were exposed at the bottom of the ponds
provided a foraging feast for wintering migratory
birds. This is the local symbiosis between aquaculture
and ecology. In addition to fostering production,
coastal fish farms have also provided various
ecosystem services and functions such as supplying
important habitat and regulating climate and the
water cycle. They have also helped create a cultural
identity in traditional fishing villages. This is why, in
the current environmental and social regulations
for Aqua-PV projects, areas of mitigation concern
which have important environmental and/or social
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components have been specifically identified. Fish
farms within these areas could apply for open field
Aqua-PV projects under the condition that specific
mitigation measures are implemented to achieve
coexistence and co-prosperity between local ecology,
the fishery and the energy generation. There is also
a chance that these areas could be returned to their
original state after the 20-year installment period
expires. Yet once an outdoor fish farm is converted
into an indoor Aqua-PV project, it will cause
irreversible and permanent changes. On the surface,
it will increase profits. However, it will also completely
sacrifice all other existing ecosystem services and
functions. Therefore, indoor Aqua-PV projects should
not be approved in areas of mitigation concern. Also,
a joint review mechanism should be established by
the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Council of
Agriculture to address such priority area applications.
When an operator applies for a permit for an indoor
Aqua-PV project, they should be required to include
in the proposal measures for addressing the local
environmental and social issues it may cause. This
information can be used in the application review
process as the feasibility and quality of the mitigation
measures can be considered while deciding
whether the application will be successful or permit
prioritization will be granted.

Legislator Hung Sun-han said that in recent years we
have seen the emergence of many indoor Aqua-PV
projects because for many lenders, it is relatively easy
to obtain financing for indoor fish farms. This has led
to a great deal of money and resources flowing in
the direction of indoor aquaculture and may seem
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Taiwan Environmental Planning Association Executive Director Li
Han-linspeaks at press conference. (Photo: Wu Chin-Hsuan)

to have accelerated the modernization of Taiwan's
aquaculture, a goal actively promoted by Fisheries
Agency in the past. Yet we are also seeing some
problems emerging, including those related to ecology
and coastal protections, not to mention the impact
these rapid changes are having on both production
patterns and social relations in fishing villages. How
do we manage this rapidly emerging form of fish
farming? This has never been adequately addressed.
Appropriate support mechanisms need to be planned
by the relevant ministries as soon as possible.

Legislator Hung Sun-han speaks at press conference. (Photo: Wu
Chin-Hsuan)

Our Demands:

e Relevant local bodies responsible for agricultural
management and the Ministry of Economic Affairs
should immediately and comprehensively suspend
the granting of permissions for the use of indoor
aquaculture production facilities located in areas
of mitigation concern as well as permits for
rooftop electricity generation.

e The Council of Agriculture and the Ministry of
Economic Affairs should develop and promote
a mechanism to address the environmental and
social issues regarding indoor Aqua-PV projects as
soon as possible.

e The Council of Agriculture should research and
create a policy proposal for indoor aquaculture as
soon as possible.



Eight Colors, One Future:
Fairy Pitta Conservation in
Taiwan and Efforts for the Future

BY Scott Pursner taiwan wild Bird Federation Director of International Affairs

Pitta History in Taiwan

Though first described by Temminck & Schlegel
in 1850 (1), the first mention of the Fairy Pitta in
Taiwan came from famed British naturalist Robert
Swinhoe in 1864 (2). Swinhoe thought he had
discovered a new species and called it Pitta oreas, an
ally of Pitta cyanoptera (Blue-winged Pitta) and Pitta
nympha (Fairy Pitta). Publishing his description in
journal The Ibis, he claimed the specimen was from
the Formosan mountains. The area was likely what
we would today call Taiwan's western low-altitude
foothills. In 1864, Swinhoe probably had no access
to the actual high mountains or the eastern portion
of Taiwan, as they were not under the control of the
Qing Dynasty at that time.

After Swinhoe, it wasn't until 1951 that the
species was more thoroughly studied by Japanese
ornithologists Masauji Hachisuka and Tatsuo Udagawa
(3). They listed it as a subspecies of the Indian pitta
(Pitta brachyura nympha), and called it “a summer
visitor.... more frequently met with on the western
hills than the eastern side” The assumption that the
Fairy Pitta was a summer migrant to Taiwan would
continue until the late 20th century. Prior to the
1970s, Fairy Pittas were also under pressure in Taiwan
due to hunting, as specimens were able to fetch high
prices (4). However, the situation improved after the
bird specimen industry was more strictly regulated by
the central government in the early 1980s (4).

The first Taiwanese researcher to discuss the species
was Dr. Lucia Severinghaus in 1991 (5). Her paper
described a Fairy Pitta nest discovered in Taichung
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The Fairy Pitta (Pitta nympha) is a long-distance
migratory land bird restricted to the East Asian-
Australasian Flyway. Known in Mandarin as the
"Eight-colored Bird" ( /\f5 ), its extensive breeding
range includes the Korean Peninsula, China, Japan,
and Taiwan. Taiwan, however, is where much of the
research on the species over the last 20 years has
been conducted. This passerine also holds special
significance in Taiwan among those involved in the
country's environmental movement as it played an
outsized role in Taiwan's modern conservation history.
Yet for such a brightly colored bird, it still keeps its
secrets well hidden. Even now, there is much that is
not known about the species, which is considered
"vulnerable" by the IUCN.

City's Dakeng District in 1987, a year after the
IUCN had declared it "vulnerable" due to presumed
population declines across its range. Severinghaus
said the bird was "a rarely seen uncommon summer
visitor" and "one of the least known bird species in
Taiwan." However, she did speculate that it should
be a regular breeder even if only at a few locations.



Yunlin County

¥ & Hubén Village

Map of Taiwan highlighting Yunlin County and Huben Village.
(Credit: TWBF)

Internationally, the Fairy Pitta was formally afforded
protections under the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES) in 1992.

From 1864 to 1991, very little was known about
the distribution and ecology of this secretive
species in Taiwan. It could have stayed that way if
not for various land development pressures which
threatened its breeding habitat. By the early 2000s,
it would become the eight-colored face of the
Taiwanese environmental movement.

Enter Pillow Mountain

Yunlin County sits in the center of Taiwan's west
coast and is mainly known for agriculture. In 1995,
the county magistrate green-lighted certain parts of
an area known as Pillow Mountain in eastern Yunlin's
Huben Village for gravel extraction. The area was
home to a small community of roughly 1,000 people,
mainly farmers. Between 1995 and 1999 nothing
happened. But then in February of 1999, though
no permits for extraction were officially issued,

residents began seeing piles of gravel along the
hillsides (6). They didn't want the gravel extraction

due to the pollution and property damage it could
cause as well as the possibility of bad fengshui due
to certain extraction sites being too close to the
local Tien-Shen Temple (6).

The Tien-Shen Temple aka the Fairy Temple, 2005.
(Credit: Mark Wilkie)

Wiy

age, Yunlin County, Taiwan.

, A it 1
Fairy Pitta Habitat in Huben Vil
(Credit: TWBF)

By August of 1999, the government had still not
addressed their issues so the villagers created the Anti-
Gravel Extraction Association, mainly arguing that
the Environmental Impact Assessments done for the
extraction areas were flawed (6). Although this matter
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was later addressed, permits were still being granted and
extractions continued. The fight changed in November
of 1999 is when researchers and conservationists
got involved after hearing that there was a Fairy Pitta
spotted in the woods around Pillow Mountain (6). It
prompted the Taiwan Wild Bird Federation, Taiwan's
largest bird conservation organization, and its partners,
to get involved in the fight.

As part of these efforts, TWBF member, the Wild
Bird Society of Yunlin sought out Scott Ruey-shing
Lin, then an assistant researcher at the Taiwan
Endemic Species Research Institute, to help survey
for the species in 2000. According to Lin, “Some
locals said the Fairy Pitta was quite common there.
But we knew so little about it back then that the
members of the Wild Bird Society of Yunlin didn't
know if it was true or not. As some of them were
good friends, they asked me to help them verify the
status of the Fairy Pitta in the village.

This would start Lin down a path that he has walked

for the last 22 years.

Dr. Scott Lin of the Taiwan Endemic Species Research Institute.
(Credit: TWBF)

*

“That spring, | spent my personal time, Saturdays
and Sundays, going to the village to check for the
birds. It was easy since as | discovered, they were
very common there. In the beginning, | was just doing
some basic surveys in Huben Village. Then | prepared
some surveys for them [the local people] to do. It was
very useful evidence,” he said.

The “evidence” mentioned by Lin refers to proof
that the Fairy Pitta was breeding regularly in Huben.
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Furthermore, with so little known in Taiwan or
elsewhere about the species, its ongoing presence
there during the breeding season raised the
possibility that Taiwan had one of the largest breeding
populations of Fairy Pittas in the world. This gave
NGOs and villagers an argument to try and stop the
gravel extractions. An environmental movement took
shape, led by members of the local community and
conservation groups, and the Fairy Pitta was their star.

In February 2000, the TWBF launched a global
appeal called “Save Huben Village - Home of the
Fairy Pitta.” By May, 73 international conservation
organizations from 21 different countries had come
out in support of the campaign. Locally they worked
with villagers to increase publicity for the issue and
holding letter writing campaigns and petition drives.
The TWBF was also applying to BirdLife International
for Huben Village and Pillow Mountain to be included
for certification as an “Important Bird and Biodiversity
Area” (IBA) (7). Though without domestic legal effect,
this international certification of a site's importance to
birds and biodiversity could be used to fight for legal
protections and to show the world the importance of
this fairy pitta hotspot.

In June, the case to protect the area was bolstered
when footage of a Fairy Pitta in Pillow Mountain came
to light. With the video and thousands of signatures
locally and internationally in hand, a public hearing at
the Legislative Yuan was held on the issue. This got the
attention of Taiwan's Presidential Office (6). Recently-
elected President Chen Shui-bian came out in favor
of protections for the Fairy Pitta. He said “Taiwan is a
beautiful island and gives due consideration to both
conservation of the natural environment and industrial
development. People living in harmony with nature
means that the environment will be healthy and will
last forever. If Taiwan lost the Fairy Pitta, we would not
only lose the most beautiful thing in Taiwan, but the
whole world would be a poorer place.” (8) Later that
month, on June 23rd, Taiwan's Council of Agriculture
suspended gravel extraction operations and considered
giving Huben and Pillow Mountain the designation of
"Major Wildlife Habitat" (7).



Results of Gravel Extraction and Mining in Huben Village, 2006.
(Credit: Mark Wilkie)

On July 1st, Marco Lambertini, then head of BirdLife
International's International Affairs Division, came
to Taiwan to urge the government to name Pillow
Mountain an important wildlife habitat and stop gravel
extraction (9). Huben gained IBA status in September
of that same vyear (7).

The gravel extraction issue at Pillow Mountain thrust
Huben Village into the local and international spotlight.
Soon there were a number of conservation groups,
researchers, and birders headed there for research,
organizing, or to catch a glimpse of a Fairy Pitta. As
there was no visitor's center or a place for all these
new guests, in 1999 the village decided to pool
resources to create the Huben Community Space,
known today as the Fairy Pitta Café and run by owner
and Fairy Pitta expert Chen Jia-hong. Originally from
neighboring Chiayi County, Chen first came to Huben
in 2007 to work as a research assistant in Lin's Fairy
Pitta surveys. He explained, "This place was created
by the village and really only started from the time the
environmental issues started up. The villagers thought
that if they created a specific place for visitors, they
could come and make the connections necessary to
bird or find what they were looking for. It became
Huben's de facto visitor center." The center went on to
serve as a base of operations for researchers, birders,
and international guests who frequented the area over
the coming years and is still in operation today.

The increased profile of the gravel extraction issue
eventually prompted the Council of Agriculture to

Fairy Pitta Cafe. (Credit: TWBF)

approach Scott Lin, who had already been conducting
preliminary research on the Fairy Pitta population
there, and commission him to execute a more detailed
study. According to Lin, "From 2001, there were two
projects. The first one was to understand the status
of the Fairy Pitta in Taiwan, and the second was to do
some detailed studies of the area around Huben"

The survey in Huben was technically easier, yet one
problem remained—how to survey these secretive
forest dwellers which prefer leafy undergrowth in
dense forests. During his earlier work, Lin discovered
that males were highly territorial just before breeding
began and would respond to pre-recorded calls, also
known as playbacks. He decided to test playbacks as a
tool to conduct surveys, which proved a great success.
Responses were quick, with most Fairy Pittas replying
to the playbacks within five minutes of the recording
(10). This greatly increased the chances of detecting
pittas, and would lead to population estimates twice as
high as previously thought (11). The study also found
that the pittas were most active prior to the breeding
season, during a period of about 3 weeks between late
April and early May. Once breeding had begun, they
would go silent. Knowledge that playbacks were effect
in surveying for pittas would change the way that
surveys and population modelling for the species were
conducted.

An island-wide survey was to be a much bigger
undertaking, as such a large-scale survey for such a
secretive species had never been done before, let
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alone by Lin as one person. It was at this time he
thought of the potential of "citizen science" for doing
such a project. As he put it, "I knew there were many
birdwatchers around all of Taiwan. | also knew that
most of them didn't know Fairy Pittas. But there would
definitely be a strong attraction for them. It could be
possible to design some kind of project and then invite
birdwatchers from around Taiwan to use the same
method to conduct the survey."

After coming up with a standardized experimental
design method, Lin took to the road in January and
February 2001, going to each local bird society to pitch
his idea, compiling a list of names of those interested,
then teaching the volunteers how to do the surveys.
About 250 volunteers were mobilized for the surveys
that took place in 2001 and 2002 (11). In the field,
volunteers would fill out forms and send them back to
him to check and verify, contributing data that proved
useful during analysis. These earlier surveys showed
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Data Recording Sheet and map from 2001 Survey.
(Credit: Scott Lin)
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that pittas were also breeding by the Shimen Reservoir
in northern Taiwan's Taoyuan County as well as in
Kaohsiung's Meinong District. Overall, it seemed that
areas with substantial forest cover in low-elevation
hilly terrain could serve as potential Fairy Pitta habitat,
with particularly high numbers of sightings in forested
hills in Taoyuan, Miaoli, Taichung, Yunlin and Tainan
Counties (11). A conservative estimate of Taiwan's
overall Fairy Pitta population was put at more than
2,000 individuals (11). This served as a breakthrough
in understanding the population status of Fairy Pittas
in Taiwan, at a time when the global population of the
bird was thought to be between 1,500 and 10,000.

Though having initial success in 2000, a small amount
of extraction permits were still being issued after since
the extraction areas were on private land. Yet following
the efforts of local people and NGOs, and with the
use of Lin's data, the Council of Agriculture in 2005
directed the Ministry of Economic Affairs to fully ban
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Map of area around Huben Village involved in the Fairy Pitta
conservation history discussed in article: white dotted line =
Huben Village, red line = boundaries of Huben IBA, yellow line =
boundaries of Huben Major Wildlife Habitat, green area = Pillow
Mountain, blue area = Hushan Reservoir.



the extraction of gravel at Pillow Mountain to conserve
Fairy Pittas under the Sand and Gravel Excavation Act.
That same day, the MOEA declared a 588-hectare
zone in Linnei Township and Pillow Mountain as off-
limits to gravel extraction. According to Lin, it was a
conservation victory at the time, with about 20-30
Fairy Pitta breeding in that area (7).

In November 2008, the Forestry Bureau would
declare 1,737ha of land including parts of Huben
and neighboring Douliu in Yunlin as well as a section
of Zhushan Township in Nantou County the Yunlin
Huben Fairy Pitta Major Wildlife Habitat (7).

But though the gravel extraction was eventually
stopped, an even greater threat to the Fairy Pitta
population in Huben was taking shape in the
construction of the Hushan Dam.

Hushan Dam

Just 7.7 kilometers south of Huben Village is Yunlin's
Yougqging Valley, part of the Huben-Hushan IBA.
In December 1994, initial plans were put forth to
submerge the valley and create a reservoir using
water diverted from the Qingshui River, which
developers and the government said would address
local water shortages and mitigate serious land
subsidence resulting from excessive pumping of
groundwater. These plans were temporarily shelved
before being dusted off by policymakers in 2000
around the same time of the gravel extraction issue
(12).

Yet this fight was more difficult. In the words of Lin,
"It was a very different situation when it came to the
Hushan Dam since it was a kind of national project.
Most people in Taiwan would look at it as important
for the country.”

And though the site was ecologically important
for many other reasons, including 21 different frog
species, certain Taiwan endemics, and other flora
and fauna, Fairy Pittas took center stage. With such
little information from other known parts of its
breeding range in Japan, Korea, and China, Taiwan,

and Huben in particular, were thought to be the
most important breeding habitat for the globally
threatened species.

Lin was approached by Taiwan's Water Resource
Agency in 2002 to help develop a long-term
monitoring project to survey the Huben-Hushan IBA
area to understand the possible long-term effects
of the Hushan Dam on the population of the Fairy
Pitta. From 2004 to 2014, he surveyed the area
annually to assess population numbers before,
during, and after construction.

Just as with the gravel extraction, a movement
took shape to stop the dam's construction. In the
early 2000s, the Taiwan National Coalition Against
the Hushan Dam was formed for this purpose.
Mainly represented by Wild at Heart Legal Defense
Association, the alliance included the Wild Bird
Society of Yunlin, Taiwan Wild Bird Federation,
Taiwan Environmental Protection Union, Meilin
Community Development Association, Taiwan
Academy of Ecology, Environment and Animal
Society of Taiwan, Taiwan Environmental Action
Network, and many others (13). One of the people
actively involved with work on the ground in Huben
was Mark Wilkie, a bird enthusiast and wildlife
documentarian. In 2003, Wilkie moved to Douliu,
Yunlin's largest city, from his native South Africa.
Having just missed the Fairy Pitta season in 2003,
Wilkie recalled how excited he was to go looking
for a pitta in his local birding patch in 2004. Yet,
when the time came, everything was gone. "The
whole valley had been destroyed due to the gravel
extraction," he recalled. So he headed to Huben,
where he was put in contact with Mr. Zhang, a well-
known former hunter turned pitta guide. Wilkie and
his wife hired Mr. Zhang to help them find pittas
around Huben. Within 30 minutes, they had already
spotted seven.

Wilkie met Lin a few months later at the Fairy
Pitta Café, and helped survey and record the
conservation work taking place. He also met Robin
Winkler, a lawyer and founder of the Wild at Heart
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Legal Defense Association, in 2005. Wild at Heart,
as Wilkie describes it, was really leading the alliance
working to stop the dam. Wilkie helped the group
record what was happening in Huben and Yunlin,
and raised awareness of the issue via his role as
super moderator of the popular birding discussion
forum Bird Forum.

According to Wilkie, the alliance did letter-writing
campaigns, petitions, international exchanges with
other NGOs, and meetings at Taiwan's legislature.
They even helped host a concert to raise awareness
about the dam and its effects. Via Bird Forum,
Wilkie convinced people to come to Huben to see
the local habitat, learn about pitta conservation,
and support the local community fighting the dam.
As he put it, “These efforts seemed to be having an
effect and mobilized the conservation community
and young people. We really thought that [the dam
construction] could be halted.”

The Save the Fairy Pitta Fair and Concert was held outside Yunlin
University of Science and Technology April 8, 2006. A petition
drive took place the same day. (Credit: Mark Wilkie)

He added, “There were many things that people
were upset about regarding the dam project, from
what they considered to be a faulty Environmental
Impact Assessment process, to the local geology
which didn't seem correct for the dam, to the
possibility that the water wasn’t going to the locals
but to two proposed major construction projects for
Yunlin's offshore business.” Those two projects were
run by Formosa Plastics, which wanted to build a
steelworks, and the China Petroleum Corporation,
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which was looking to build a petrochemical science
and technology park. Both were planned for being
built on Yunlin's coast and would require massive
amounts of water. "So we tied the pitta conservation
to humpback dolphin conservation, which was also
extremely threatened by such projects.”

in November 2004, BirdLife
International's Asia Council held its Council Meeting

Meanwhile,

in Taipei, at which members expressed concern
about the proposed dam project at Hushan (14).
Later, then CEO of BirdLife International Dr. Mike
Rands sent a letter to President Chen Shui-bian,
noting that that the forests within the Huben-
Hushan IBA supported what was then the largest-
known breeding population of Fairy Pittas anywhere
in the world. This made protection of the habitat
globally important and of major concern to
international NGOs (14).

Two years later, in June 2006, BirdLife sent
Jonathan Eames, International Programme Manager
for Indochina, and Richard Grimmett, Birdlife
Asia Division Head, to participate in the first
International Fairy Pitta Symposium hosted by the
National Coalition Against the Hushan Dam (15).
Grimmett spoke at the meeting about the need for a
coordinated effort by organizations across the Fairy
Pitta's range in Japan, Taiwan, Malaysia, and Borneo
to work together to protect the bird's habitat.

Taiwan's first International Falry Pitta Symposium hosted by the
National Coalition Against the Hushan Dam, 2006.
(Credit: Mark Wilkie)



Richard Grimmett, Birdlife Asia Division Head (far left) Jonathan
Eames, International Programme Manager for Indochina (next on
right) and current TWBF president Dr. Woei-Horng Fang (far right)
search for Fairy Pitta after International Fairy Pitta Symposium,
2006. (Credit: Mark Wilkie)

Meanwhile, Lin was still conducting population
surveys, but now as a PhD candidate focusing on
the species. While continuing an annual count at
Huben, and with the Fairy Pitta Café as his base
of operations, he did another island-wide study in
2005. The method changed only a little. As he put
it, ‘I did not use the volunteers anymore. At the
beginning, | thought | had 4 weeks [for the survey],
but | found that to be too long. So | reduced it to
three weeks. This is such a short timeframe for
volunteers. So in the end | applied for funding to
hire 30-40 people, and they'd spend a couple of
days on the surveys”

Clearing land for the Huben Reservoir, 2007.
(Credit: Mark Wilkie)

Scott Lin, research assistants, and colleagues who helped him with
the Fairy Pitta research, 2008. (Credit: Scott Lin)

In 2007, everything changed when construction
on the dam officially began. Wilkie recalls, “In early
2007, things weren't really passed yet, and then [the
Taisei Company] just went in and walled off the area.
A few months later, in June, they finally let us go in,
and it was presented as a fait accompli. Everything
was cleared. There were also smaller projects going
on where they were concreting streams in Huben. |

actually have some photos of this pitta fledging on
the tracks of a grader”

Scott Lin taking measurements of Fairy Pitta fledgling, 2007.
(Credit: Mark Wilkie)

Yet even with construction beginning, conservation
efforts didn't stop. In August 2007, the Taiwan Wild
Bird Federation, with the support of government
agencies and industry, hosted the 2007 International
Symposium for Fairy Pitta. Speakers representing
Korea, Thailand, Indonesia and Taiwan came
together to discuss pitta conservation, and at the
end of the symposium, a call was made for future
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collaboration and efforts for regional cooperation
in pitta conservation. One of the speakers, Dr. Eu-
mi Kim of Korea, later invited Lin and Wilkie to take
part in the Jeju Wildlife Research Center Workshop
held in February 2008. Lin presented on current
research and conservation goals for the Fairy Pitta
in Taiwan while Wilkie discussed the Hushan dam
threat (16).

Scott Lin (right) , Dr. Eu-mi Kim (center) , and Mark Wilkie (left)
talk together at the Fairy Pitta Cafe, 2008. (Credit: Mark Wilkie)

Lin was also invited to Kochi, Japan to present on
Taiwan's pitta research and learn about what was
being done by Japanese researchers. His research
by now included not just population dynamics and
survey techniques, but also diet and breeding area
preferences for Fairy Pittas, some of the earliest
works in the region on these topics. The most
important finding, though, was still the discovery of
the effectiveness of the playback approach. “I know
several research projects about the Fairy Pitta now
where they use the playback as well, like in Korea
and China. They'll also use it for some other pitta
species too.”

One major mystery which remained was that of the
Fairy Pitta's wintering grounds, which were long
assumed to be Borneo. In 2007, a sighting at the
Matang Wildlife Center in Sarawak, Borneo, led Lin
to take a trip there in April 2008. However, no Fairy
Pittas were seen or heard on the trip (17).

In 2009, Lin finished his PhD and again conducted
another island-wide survey. The method was
changed one last time. As he explained, "From 2009,

30 'y

the purpose was to get more information from more
locations. After the surveys in 2001, 2002, and
2005, | already had enough data to understand the
situation of the distribution around Taiwan. So, |
shifted the focus to building a systematic monitoring
method for the Fairy Pitta. This method stabilized
the locations, and is still used today for the island-
wide survey which takes place every 4 years."

Looking at the results of the 2009 survey, something
struck Lin as odd. "My assumption was that after
dam construction began, the Fairy Pitta would lose
some habitat and need to try and find new territory
around the area. | figured there would be a short
period of time where that number would increase in
Huben, as it is just a few kilometers from the dam
site. But it was the opposite. Numbers went down
at Huben too. | spent a lot of time thinking about
this. Looking at the 2009 data compared to 2005,
| started thinking that maybe the phenomenon we
were experiencing around the Hushan Dam wasn't
just a random occurrence, but perhaps something
taking place around all of Taiwan. Maybe there was
something else going on here."

The Huben Reservoir, 2022. (Credit: TWBF)

The dam construction continued. As Wilkie put it,
"The period from 2005 to 2010 was really wild;
we fought so hard. But really, after the removal of
the forest in 2007, we were still able to make some
noise, but there wasn't much left to save." In the
end, the dam was finished in 2014 and the sluice
gate closed in 2016. In total, 422 hectares of Fairy



Pitta habitat was lost. As Lin had predicted, Fairy  Part Two will discuss efforts to understand Fairy Pitta
Pitta numbers in the area decreased dramatically. numbers, distribution, and the effects of research
From 222 counted in 2004, only 37 were counted and conservation work already done in Taiwan.

in 2014 (7). However, as he had initially thought, the

problem seemed to go beyond Taiwan.
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