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Problem Statement and Research Objective

The purpose of the proposed research is to gain local knowledge and perceptions on avian conservation in communities along the transnational river Mekong. The Mekong River is one of the world’s most important biodiversity treasures vital to millions of people’s livelihoods across several borders. The Mekong starts at the Tibetan plateau and winds downward through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and enters the China Sea from Vietnam. It covers about 200 million acres of land and roughly 100 ethnic groups call the adjacent land their home. The region supports a plethora of native and endemic plants and animals including the bird-eating fanged frog, Giant Mekong Catfish, the highly endangered Irrawady dolphin, white shouldered ibis, and the only avian endemic Mekong Wagtail. 

Development and population growth have placed pressure on the vulnerable ecosystem in the Mekong region. The construction of hydroelectric dams on the river threatens fish migration as well as the sustenance of millions of people. China has already built five dams and three are under construction. Eleven more dams are proposed on the Mekong and its tributaries. The political, economic, environmental, and social impact of these dams are emerging topics that developers and environmentalists continue to debate as the Mekong is one of the most productive fisheries and main food source for the region and contributes to about 2% of the global catch (Nation, 2010). The disruption in water flow will not only affect the fisheries but the terrestrial animals and people that rely on the seasonal uninterrupted inundation of the river and its floodplains. In particular, construction of dams can have detrimental effects on avian populations and careful consideration should occur before they are realized (Austral Ecology, 2000).   

These drastic changes have implications on the survival of animals and plants as well as the many cultures surrounding the Mekong. Habitat preservation alongside such endeavors is essential to insure a balanced and healthy environment that sustains diversity. The Mekong River crosses international boundaries and ethnic diversity. This, compounded with the desire to build power-yielding dams, creates a problematic step to move towards social-economic success with little impact on the environment. 

One of the prime indicators of the health of the environment and sustainability of local cultures of the Mekong is bird populations. Most work done on avian conservation involves working with birds that are already in a state of peril. My strategy is to focus on a well established bird population in order to create a baseline of knowledge to better understand potential shifts in the overall ecosystem of the Mekong region. In particular, the Pheasant-tailed Jacana (Hydrophasianus chirugus) listed as ‘least concern’ under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species will be examined.

The focus on pinpointing one bird species attempts to personalize the aspiration for habitat preservation in the hopes that this one bird will resonate with the communities and not appear as though habitat preservation is so abstract. It has been shown that people are much more willing to help a single individual than many in danger and charitable organizations utilize this psychology to generate funds for their cause (Newsweek, 2009). From this, I foresee that the focus on a single bird species throughout the region, especially the common Pheasant-tailed Jacana, will gain sympathy and ecological awareness in each community and help to bridge those communities in their efforts for conversation. Every citizen has the potential to see the bird and become cognizant of its existence, thus forming a base for raising ecological awareness. 

I have worked and feel passionate about avian conservation. In 2007 and 2008, I worked in a small town in New Mexico where ranch life was the norm. Having previously lived in urban settings and surrounded by Pakistani culture, I found the small town to be as foreign to me as living in another country. Ranchers care about their cattle and crops and have a hard time letting a ‘tree hugger’ enter into the dialog of land use. As these barriers eventually became relaxed, some of my ideas resonated with them and their perspectives of the land also heavily influenced me. For example, we realized the common goal that we shared in preserving the habitat that the animals relied upon.  In my case, this was a bird and in the ranchers case it was their cattle, both reaping the benefits of a responsible stewardship of the land. Drawing from this positive two-way exchange, I feel that I could similarly engage people in communities along the Mekong with the openness of a friend and learn from them in unanticipated ways. 

In order to understand local knowledge and perceptions on avian conservation in communities along the transnational river Mekong, the proposed project encompasses the following primary and secondary goals:

Primary Goal

Using the Pheasant-tailed Jacana as an example of a non-threatened avian species, I will gain insight on community awareness along the Mekong River from China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam.

Secondary Goals

1. Survey the Pheasant-tailed Jacana along the river and adjacent forests. Does the Pheasant-tailed Jacana show up in pet markets, food markets, or trade markets? 

2. Learn about protection and management strategies, if any, in regards to the Pheasant-tailed Jacana. Meet with management staff and scientists from appropriate NGOs, environmental institutes, and state agencies.

3. Identify potential risk factors to the health of the Pheasant-tailed Jacana population. 

4. Write and translate for each country a newsletter on the findings and distribute back to the communities.

Research Plan

Achieving the primary and secondary goals requires extensive travel along the Mekong River. As I don’t speak the languages of the area around the Mekong, I plan to hire students from local communities and universities to translate and help negotiate rides along the river. The vessels I envision boarding include fisheries, cargo, and passenger boats. The journey will begin in Yunan Province, China. I plan to visit many small communities along the way, in addition to the following cities: Xishuanbanna-China, Luang Prabang-Laos, Vientane-Laos, Nong Khai- Thailand, Pakse-Laos, Phnom Pehn-Cambodia, and Ho Chi Minh City-Vietnam. In each of the cities and small towns I will conduct fifteen surveys given to a random spectrum of people including the poor, middle class, upper class, educated, and non-educated classes.  The survey will extract the perceptions and knowledge of the Pheasant-tailed Jacana.  I will meet with a number of focus groups to connect me with the towns and individuals within the region including the following organizations:  

Living Rivers Siam 

International Rivers

Mekong River Commission 

Rivers Coalition in Cambodia

Foundation for Ecological Recovery (FER)

Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance 

Save the Mekong

Cambodian Mekong University

Tram Chim National Park

World Wildlife Fund

Department of Nature Conservation and Protection, Ministry of Environment- Cambodia

Department of Forestry, Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (Lao)

Royal Forest Department, Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives (Thailand)   

EWC Alumni

Bird surveys will be conducted as complete method alongside the rivers and adjacent forests.  Plots will be identified and counts of visual and audio identification of the Pheasant-tailed Jacana will be tallied over a fifteen minute period.  Three plots in each area will be surveyed.  The number of birds seen as well as age (juvenile or adult) will be collected and recorded when possible.  Surveys will be conducted at stops along the river and in each location that the community surveys were given.      

Outputs
This proposal brings together the cultural ecology of the Mekong communities and the perception of habitat preservation by means of the Pheasant-tailed Jacana. Results from bird surveys will provide a rough consensus of the population of the Jacana and offer a baseline for future counts.  Communities surrounding the Mekong River will be introduced into a network bridged by the methodology of the project.  Information will be disseminated to all parties involved and conversations on sustainability will be encouraged.  Lastly, a positive impression of the East West Center will be established in the Mekong region through the relationships engaged in through this research endeavor. 

The below budget is an estimate on the funds required for the study travel.  This proposal aims at the highest funding option offered by the EWC.

	Proposed Budget

	Item
	Amount in US dollars

	Return flight Hawaii to SE Asia 
	1000

	Additional flights during group rendezvous
	350

	Transport down entire river Mekong
	1000

	Locals Interpreters
	300

	Food
	800

	Accomodation
	1500

	Visas
	 

	    Myanmar
	15

	    Laos
	50

	    Cambodia
	20

	    Vietnam
	25

	Grand Total
	$5060
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