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A Bit of History
It was August 31, 2002, about

10 years ago, when I first picked

up my binoculars and wandered in

Zhongshan Botanical Garden, Nan-

jing, Jiangsu province, my home town, watching birds, alone. I brought with me John MacKinnon

and Karen Phillipps’ Field Guide to the Birds of China, a groundbreaking field guide just published

then. I saw 18 species that day, including three species of cuckoos: Indian Cuckoo, Asian Koel, and one

unidentified female rufous-morph. I was hooked, and I sought the company of other birders. At the time

when I enlisted in the birding community, there were perhaps only about a hundred birders all together in

mainland China—with its population of 1.3 billion.

—Yu Shrike Zhang

The first time I went on birding—I mean, with a pair of binoculars—was in April of 2004 at Ming Xiaoling,

the tomb of the Ming Dynasty, just south of the famous Purple Mountain in Nanjing, Jiangsu province. An

Azure-winged Magpie flew past a blossoming plum tree, looking for afternoon snacks. The sapphire color of

her back reflected strongly in the spring sunshine, and

I was transfixed. The bird’s back was the color of the

sky, so pure, so clean. I watched in silence, noticing that

she was looking for the fruits of privet trees. I wondered

about the connections among the birds, the plants, and

the land, and I longed to learn more.

—Ming Lei

Yu Shrike Zhang
•  Nanjing, Jiangsu, China

•  shrikezhang@gmail.com

Ming Lei
•  Nanjing, Jiangsu, China

• leiming@jspi.cn
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odern birding in mainland China originated
in Beijing in 1997, when a few environmental
activists started to watch wild birds, under the

influence of several ornithologists at Capital Normal
University and Beijing Normal University, including
Wu Gao and Xinru Zhao. To attract more people,
Zhao initiated a weekly lecture on birds given by or-
nithologists and experienced birders, called the
Wednesday Class, because the lectures were held
every Wednesday night. The Wednesday Class con-
tinues to this day.
(See Jianyang Lin’s coverage in the March/April

2006 Birding, pp. 54–59, of the birding scene in Beijing in
those earliest years of the modern birding movement in
mainland China.)
The emergence of a new interest or way of life can usu-

ally be traced to certain events or breakthroughs. Three
factors contributed to the burst of interest in birding in
mainland China around the turn of the new millennium.
The most important was the widespread use of internet

starting from the late 1990s. Without a convenient net-
work, the birding world would never have become what it
is now. Right around the turn of the millennium, a national
birders’ forum was established under the website of the
World Wildlife Fund–China (WWF–China). The appear-
ance of the forum greatly enhanced communication among
birders across the country, and helped recruit more new
birders to the community. This national forum remained
highly active for about five years, then it gradually faded
away as birders formed many local birding societies and
created their own websites. One website, however, has

stayed active for more than 10 ten
years now: the China Bird Report,
a counterpart to eBird in North
America. The China Bird Report
is bilingual (Chinese and Eng-
lish), and provides a powerful
platform to submit, edit, and ex-

One sees caged birds—like these Mrs. Gould’s Sunbirds
(upper)—at markets in cities and towns all across southeast Asia.
Another common sight is dead birds—like this female Ring-
necked Pheasant (lower) killed in a trap. In mainland China,
however, cultural attitudes toward birds are rapidly changing,
as a younger generation of citizens is increasingly gravitating
toward what we refer to in North American as birding.

Upper:Nanjing, Jiangsu province; April 2006.
Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.

Lower:Nanjing, Jiangsu
province; December 2006.
Photo by © Yu Shrike
Zhang.

Where there are birders,
there are bird outings.

Here, an organized
tour led by the Jiangsu
Wild Bird Societ looks for shore-

birds in a bird-rich coastal
district. Lianyungang, Jiangsu

province; April 2008. Photo
by © Yu Shrike Zhang.
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plore birding reports from all over the country. Several major online resources
for Chinese birders are listed in Table 1.
The second factor was the publication in 2000 MacKinnon and Phillipps’

Field Guide to the Birds of China, produced in collaboration with Chinese or-
nithologist Fenqi He and co-workers. Of note, in addition to the high-qual-
ity drawings of birds, the field guide was made sufficiently cheap in price
(only 85 RMB, or less than $14 USD), with the assistance of funding from the
World Bank, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and
WWF–China, to make it popular among all the birders in China. Another na-
tional guide, the Atlas of Birds of China (1995), together with two other pho-
tograph-based local field guides, A Field Guide to the Birds of Beijing (1999) and
A Field Guide to Wild Birds of Beijing (2001), also made certain contributions,
although not comparable to that of MacKinnon and Phillipps.
Third, the success of several birding competitions and festivals stimulated

interest in birding in mainland China. In December 2002, at Dongting Lake,
Hunan province, the first Dongting Lake Bird Race took place, thanks to sup-
port from the local government and the volunteers from the WWF–China
birder’s forum. Twelve teams from all over the country participated in that in-

Birds like the Pied Falconet (right) and the Chinese Crested Tern (above, with
Greater Crested Tern, right/upper) are specifically sought by birding tours run
by the Jiangsu Wild Bird Society.

Right: Wuyuan county, Jiangxi province; June 2008. Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.

Above: Fuzhou, Fujian province; August 2007. Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.

Table 1. Major Online Birding Resources in Mainland China.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
NAME WEBSITE
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
A Database of the Birds of China cnbird.org.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
China Bird Gallery wwfchina.org/birdgallery
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
China Bird Report birdtalker.net
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
China Bird Watching Network chinabirdnet.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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augural event. Four years later, it
had become the Dongting Lake In-
ternational Bird-Viewing Festival,
beginning to draw the attention of
birders from around the world. Fol-
lowing on the heels of Dongting
Lake, a series of similar competi-
tions were staged at various loca-
tions. Some of these competitions
included the Dongzhai Bird Pho-
tography Festival (Henan province,
2004), the Beidaihe International
Birding Race (Hebei province,
2005), the Beijing Yeya Lake Na-
tional Birding Competition for Uni-
versity and College Students
(Beijing, 2008), and the Lian-
huashan Birdwatching Competition
(Gansu province, 2009).
The upshot of these develop-

ments is that around twenty thou-
sand people were serious birders in
mainland China by 2007, 10 years
after the debut of the activity. Reflecting the growth of bird-
ing in China, a bimonthly birding journal, China Bird
Watch, started publication in 2001, ceased in 2002, and
then came back to life for good in 2004. China Bird Watch
is a platform for birders across the country to share their
experiences and joys.

Major Birding Societies and Their Impacts
In 2002, birding societies began to sprout in China, first in
the coastal cities and provinces that are economically bet-
ter off: Zhejiang, Beijing, Shanghai, Fujian, and Jiangsu.
Soon, Chinese birding societies expanded inland to Yun-
nan, Hubei, Henan, and other places. There are now
around 20 birding organizations in the country (Table 2).
Most of them were founded as non-registered non-govern-
mental organizations, and a majority maintain their unreg-

istered status despite a series of difficulties and restrictions.
The appearance of these local birding associations has in-

creased public awareness and education; guided birding
tours in city parks and bird-related lectures at all levels of
educational institutes have been particularly successful. In
connection with these public offerings, a variety of media,
including newspaper, radio, and television, have shown in-
terest, further amplifying the social impacts. Also, many
birding societies conduct bird surveys, either by themselves
or in collaboration with agents such as local or national
forestry bureaus; these collaborations are leading toward a
complete knowledge of the avifauna of local areas.

A Case Study: The Jiangsu Wild Bird Society
We started the Jiangsu Wild Bird Society (JSWBS), a
provincial birding society based in Nanjing, the capital city

China’s emerging wild bird societies are working to conserve habitat for iconic species such as the Mandarin Duck. For example, the
Jiangsu Wild Bird Society has proposed legislation that would protect Mandarins and their habitats at Xuanwu Lake, a high-profile
park in the large city of Nanjing. Nanjing, Jiangsu province; February 2008. Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.

The 54 Most Common Bird Species in Jiangsu, a booklet designed by the senior author and other
members of the Jiangsu Wild Bird Society, was recently published thanks to the sponsorship of
local forestry and wetland departments. Over the years, such booklets have become increasingly
sophisticated, in both design and quality of the photos. Image courtesy of © Yu Shrike Zhang.
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of Jiangsu in October 2005. At that time, we had about 20
active birders; today, we have several hundred regular
members. JSWBS’s appeal is enduring for several key rea-
sons: We are devoted to protecting wild birds, organizing
birding trips, conducting bird surveys, and promoting the
cause of birding.
Let’s look at each of these four goals for JSWBS.

• Wild Bird Protection
China is a country with thousand-year history of raising
cage birds captured from the wild as pets
and of killing wild birds for food (photos,
p. 38). We are constantly trying to educate
the general public against these unfortu-
nate traditions, oftentimes with the help of
social media. We have also worked with
police forces to clear the bird markets
where quite a number of endangered birds
are sold. Although tangible results have
thus far been few, we are getting positive
feedback from the public. With further ed-
ucation, persecution of birds can be even-
tually eliminated or at least significantly
suppressed.
In another area, we are collaborating

with both government and non-govern-
ment agencies to protect the habitats of
birds. For example, we have submitted a
few bills regarding the protection of Man-
darin Ducks (photo, p. 40) and their habi-
tats in Xuanwu Lake, a central park in
Nanjing, where around 50–100 ducks
spend the winter each year. We also
helped compile data for BirdLife Interna-
tional in 2007 for the Directory of Impor-
tant Bird Areas in China (Mainland): Key
Sites for Conservation, which came out in
2009.

• Organized Birding Trips
JSWBS organizes birding trips, led by ex-
perienced members, to local hotspots on a
regular basis. Once in a while, there are
also organized trips to places farther away.
We have organized a few trips to such des-
tinations as Lianyungang and Yancheng,
coastal cities in Jiangsu province, for
watching migrating birds in spring and fall
(photo, p. 38). We also offer trips targeting
rarities and specialties, such as Pied Fal-
conets (photo, p. 39) and Blue-crowned

Laughingthrushes in Wuyuan county, Jiangxi province,
and Chinese Crested Terns (photo, p. 39) in Fuzhou, Fu-
jian province.

• Bird Surveys
In collaboration with a few other birding societies, JSWBS
has taken the lead in Jiangsu province for several years
with the China Coastal Waterbird Census. A great variety
of water birds breed in or migrate through the coastal areas
of Jiangsu province. Notable species on the IUCN Red List

Table 2. Major Birding Societies in Mainland China (listed in order of
founding). At the present time, these websites are available only in Chinese.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
NAME YEAR WEBSITE

FOUNDED
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Zhejiang Wild Bird Society 2002 zjbird.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Xiamen Bird Watching Society 2002 xmbirds.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Beijing Bird Watching Society 2004 www.cbw.org.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Chengdu Bird Watching Society 2004 scbirds.org.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dongying Bird Watching Society 2004 hhkgn.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Fujian Bird Watching Society 2004 www.fjbirds.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Wild Bird Society of Shanghai 2004 shwbs.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Shenzhen Bird Watching Society 2004 www.szbird.org.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Xinjiang Bird Watching Society 2004 tinyurl.com/ChinaBirdNet
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Jiangsu Wild Bird Society 2005 freebird.org.cn
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Changzhou Wild Bird Society 2006 czbird.net
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Yunnan Bird Watching Society 2006 kmbirder.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dandong Bird Watching Society 2007 ddbws.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Wuhan Bird Watching Society 2007 whbws.com
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Changchun Wild Bird Society 2009 ccynh.5d6d.net
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Henan Wild Bird Society 2009 tinyurl.com/HenanWildBird
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Shaanxi Bird Watching Society 2009 www.sxbird.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Tianjin Bird Watching Society 2010 tinyurl.com/Tianjin-Bird
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Anhui Bird Watching Society 2011 tinyurl.com/Anhui-Bird
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Jiangsu Bird Watching Society 2011 jsbws.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Panjin Bird Watching Society 2012 pjbw.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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include the following:

• Swan Goose—Vulnerable
• Baer’s Pochard—Endangered
• Siberian Crane—Critically Endangered
• Red-crowned Crane—Endangered
• Oriental Stork—Endangered
• Nordmann’s Greenshank—Endangered
• Relict Gull—Vulnerable
• Dalmatian Pelican—Vulnerable
• Black-faced Spoonbill—Endangered
• Chinese Egret—Vulnerable

Recently, another star bird, the IUCN-listed critically en-
dangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper (photo, this page), has
drawn the world’s attention because of the discovery by
the second author in 2008 of Rudong county as a birding
hotspot. This coastal county in Jiangsu province hosts 10–
20 Spoon-billed Sandpipers during spring and fall migra-
tion. Thanks to a $100,000 grant by The Walt Disney
Company through Disney’s Friends for Change, the
Spoon-bills’ population is being monitored by a collabo-
rative force of the Hong Kong Bird Watching Society, the
Wild Bird Society of Shanghai, the Fujian Bird Watching
Society, and others.

• Promoting the Cause of Birding
Since the founding of JSWBS, some 30 lectures have been
given by various society members to such groups as pri-
mary schools, high schools, universities, and government
agencies (for example, a forestry department). With fund-
ing from the Hong Kong Bird Watching Society, Swarovski

Optik, and others, we have designed a few booklets on
birding and identification of common birds (image, p. 40),
which are handed out free to interested people during our
public birding awareness activities regularly held in local
city parks (photos, p. 43). Although only a relatively small
number of the people we’ve reached out to have become
enthusiastic birders, a much broader segment of the re-
gional population is now aware of the concept of birding,
and of the importance of protecting birds. Social media
have been especially useful in our campaign to promote
the cause of birds and birding.

Commercialization
The rise in the commercialization of guided birding tours
marks a milestone in the development of birding and the
birding industry in mainland China. Although many bird-
ing companies abroad have provided guided birding tours
to China, we never had our own companies prior to the
appearance of the first two around five years ago. One of
them, Shanghai Birding Tours, run by Lin Zhang and oth-
ers, offers birding tours mainly to eastern and southeastern
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Table 3. Major Birding Companies and Collectives in Mainland China.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
NAME WEBSITE
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
China Birding Tour chinabirdingtour.com
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
China Wild Tour facebook.com/chinawildtour
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Guided Birdwatching–China guidedbirdwatching.com/china.htm
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Shanghai Birding Tours shanghaibirdingtour.com.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

The Spoon-billed Sandpiper is one of the most imperiled birds on Earth. Di-
verse Chinese and international partners are working to monitor and protect
the birds in Rudong county, a recently discovered stopover site. Rudong
county, Jiangsu province; September 2009. Photo by © Hang Li.
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China, including the coastal regions and a number of nat-
ural reserves such as the Wuyi Mountains at the border of
Jiangxi and Fujian provinces. The other company, China
Birding Tour, is operated by several birders in Sichuan
province. China Birding Tour focuses largely on guided
birding tours in western and southwestern China, includ-
ing Sichuan, Yunnan, and Qinghai provinces, plus the Ti-
betan region. Besides these two birding companies, a few
individual birders across the country work as private
guides. Please refer to Table 3 for more information.

Perspective
Fifteen years after the appearance of the first modern bird-
ers in mainland China, birding is flourishing. The expan-
sion rate is so fast that we can barely keep up with the
birders in our own Jiangsu Wild Bird Society. It is exciting.
More birders, better protection.
But we are also experiencing growing pains. Most of the

birding societies in China are grassroots organizations run
by volunteers, and disagreements over ideology have arisen.
Birding societies split into factions, and even new societies.
Case in point: For several years a war has raged between
the so-called “bird watchers” and “bird photographers.” The
argument—which we don’t fully understand—has to do
with whether photographers should be “allowed” to study,
enjoy, and photograph birds without knowing the birds’
names. Other arguments and controversies have ensued.
We do not necessarily object to these wrangles. They’re

part of the growth process. Such debate is unavoidable in
the progression of anything new. And we’re told that bird-
ing in the Western world has gone through similar debates
and controversies!

Public education is a central function of the Jiangsu Wild Bird Society.
Shown here are scenes from what birders in North America would refer
to as birding festivals. The language may be unfamiliar to many ABA
members, but the themes are universal, and encouraging: vendors,
children, the media, and an unmistakable passion for birds and birding.

Top: Xuanwu Lake, Nanjing, Jiangsu province; December 2007.
Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.

Middle, bottom: Xuanwu Lake, Nanjing, Jiangsu province; March 2008.
Photo by © Yu Shrike Zhang.


