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Over half of Asia's most important wildlife sites inadequately protected

Bangkok, Thailand, 18 November 2004 – The first comprehensive inventory of Asia's most important places for birds and biodiversity reveals that more than half have no legal designation, or are only partially protected by law. 

Important Bird Areas in Asia, published today by BirdLife International, identifies 2,293 sites, covering 7.6% of the region's total land area, of which 976 (43%) are unprotected and a further 325 (14%) are only partially protected. [1,2] The inventory warns that one in eight of the region's 2,700 birds are threatened with extinction unless these areas are adequately protected and managed. [3]

BirdLife's Honorary President, HIH Princess Takamado of Japan launched Important Bird Areas in Asia today at the IUCN's World Conservation Congress in Bangkok. "BirdLife believes the Asian IBA inventory provides a sound basis for the development of national conservation strategies and protected areas programmes, and highlights areas that should be safeguarded through wise policies and land-use planning," comments the Princess in the book's forward. [4]

Important Bird Areas in Asia took 8 years to complete, involving hundreds of ornithologists, volunteers and government staff in 28 countries and territories across the entire Asia region. [5] It received support from the governments of Japan, Denmark and the Netherlands, as well as the private sector in Japan. [6]

Dr Mike Rands, Director of BirdLife said, "One of the big conservation challenges for the next few years is to fill these gaps in the region's protected areas network. The inventory of sites in Important Birds Areas of Asia shows where the effort needs to be concentrated."

Dr Rands added: "It is also vital that those areas which have protection on paper are protected and managed in practice in a proper and sustainable way. We must ensure that their unique value for wildlife is recognised by local and national authorities, as part of the broader social and political process." [7]

Noritaka Ichida, Director of BirdLife International's Asia Division, based in Tokyo, commented: "The major threat affecting IBAs in Asia is the loss or degradation of habitat – particularly the clearance of rainforests for palm oil and other estate crops, the conversion of wetlands and grasslands for agricultural land, and the development of infrastructure such as road networks and dams. Other threats – pollution, introduced species and wild bird trade – all increase the pressure for these precious areas and their wildlife."

One of BirdLife's key strategies to address the conservation needs of Asia's Important Bird Areas is to develop a grass-roots community of Asian conservationists through its Site Support Group (SSG) network. This consists of local people with a commitment to local sites and habitats and a willingness to work with NGOs and other agencies to ensure sites are managed in a mutually beneficial way for people, birds and other wildlife. [8]

Also launched at the same time is The Directory of Important Bird Areas in the Kingdom of Thailand. This provides details of the 62 IBAs in Thailand of which 22 are unprotected or only partially protected. A number of IBAs in Thailand are facing threats including the Inner Gulf of Thailand IBA, which will be affected by a planned road bridge. [9]
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Photographs & Case Studies

Hi-Res photographs for one-off press use and further case studies can be found at:

www.birdlife.org/news/pr/background/asia_ibas.html
Notes for Editors

[1] The Asia region as defined by BirdLife International extends from Pakistan to Indonesia (excluding Irian Jaya), and northwards to China, Mongolia and Russia east of the Yenisey River.

[2] BirdLife International is a partnership of people working together for birds and the environment. It promotes sustainable living as a means of conserving birds and all other forms of biodiversity and is the leading authority on the status of birds and their habitats. Over 10 million people support the BirdLife Partnership of national non-governmental conservation organisations and local networks. The Bird Conservation Society of Thailand (BCST) is the BirdLife Partner for Thailand. For more information see: www.birdlife.org
[3] BirdLife is the Listing Authority for birds for the IUCN Red List, which includes all species judged to be threatened with extinction. 332 of the region's bird species are classified as Globally Threatened.

[4] The 3rd IUCN World Conservation Congress is taking place in Bangkok from 17 to 25 November. For more information see: www.iucn.org/congress/about/welcome.htm
[5] For example, BirdLife's Partner in India, The Bombay Natural History Society, has developed and co-ordinated an impressive group of over 800 individuals, 70 NGOs and government institutions to form the Indian Bird Conservation Network (IBCN). The network identified over 470 IBAs included in Important Bird Areas in Asia.

[6] Important Bird Areas in Asia has been supported by the Governments of Japan, Denmark and the Netherlands, the Japanese private sector including Ricoh, Sekisui and the Keidanren Nature Conservation Fund, the Dutch Postal Code Lottery, as well as BirdLife Partners particularly Wild Bird Society of Japan, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and Vogelbescherming Nederlands.
[7] As well as being vital areas for birds, IBAs are also crucial for much other biodiversity. For instance in Thailand 148 non-marine globally threatened species, ranging from reptiles to mammals, occur. The Thai IBA network was found to support 126 of these (85% of the total), including the Siamese Crocodile, Asian Elephant, and Tiger.

[8] For example, in Vietnam, BirdLife is promoting Site Support Groups in the Red River Delta, whose major focus is to control the unsustainable hunting of birds and to promote sustainable fisheries as a basis for poverty alleviation and conservation.

[9] The Inner Gulf of Thailand is one of the largest river deltas in south-east Asia with around 1,000 km2 of mudflats, salt-pans, and unused coastal flats. The area is of crucial importance to thousands of waterbirds including a number of globally threatened species such as the Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus pygmeus, Spotted Greenshank Tringa guttifer and Black-faced Spoonbill Platalea minor. The 47 km-long motorway road-bridge, to be built on concrete piles over mudflats and inshore waters of the Inner Gulf, will severely threaten the future of Thailand's greatest wetland.
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