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Contemporary China and research on environment

Director, Institute of Contemporary Chinese Studies, Waseda University
MORI, Kazuko

Faculty of Political Science and Economics, Waseda University

Deterioration of global environments cannot be stopped
merely by collecting and analysing data. It is mainly a
political problem. During the high pace growth of economies
in the 1960s, environment in Japan was rapidly destroyed.
What first rang the alarm bells were the victims of Minamata
disease, and it was not central government or enterprises, but
local authorities that took up the call. To prevent the pollution

of the environment in China, with its “maniac capitalism” that

pursues profits exclusively, and with no autonomous local
authorities or system for participation or lodging objections,
is a very difficult task. Research on environment should
become both the core of academic works on Chinese studies,
and also the most fitting field for various joint activities with
academia. We are in expectation of the RIHN Initiative for

Chinese Environmental Issues will get excellent results.
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 Evolution of a lake in central Eurasia

reflecting the history of water shortages

RIHN NAKAWO, Masayoshi

The 21st Century has been named the Century of Water:
48 % people in the world would face water shortages, and one
fifth of people would not have an access to safe water.

There is a vast arid and semi-arid region extending in
central Eurasia, where annual precipitation is more or less 100
mm, so water is extremely precious. Despite this aridity, a
number of nomadic empires have risen and fallen in the area.
These were extremely important activities in human history.

There is a river called the Heihe River in western China.
The Heihe River is an inland river that flows north across the
Silk Road, which is famous as the intersection between Eastern
and Western cultures. Moreover, there is also an important
north-south trade route running along the Heihe River from
the Mongolian steppes in the north through Tibet to Yunnan in
the far south. In other words, the Heihe River basin forms the
crossroads of major north-south and east-west trade routes, and
thus occupies an extremely important position historically.

There used to be a large lake called Lake Juyanze at
the end of the Heihe River. In the early twentieth century, the
river flowed into two terminal lakes called Gashoon-noor and
Sogo-noor. The lakes disappeared towards the end of the century
because the river water did not reach the locations of the lakes.
Forest and grassland along the river have deteriorated, and many
wells nearby have dried up.

It is necessary to examine the cause of this desertification.
The Oasis Project has shown that the evolution of terminal
lake(s) is an indicator of the water history of the river basin.

There was a lake as large as 1600 kn?’ in area at the
terminus of the river at about 2300 years ago, when Huns were
governing the area. Han Dynasty sent a vast number of colonial
troops to the terminal area to fight against the Huns. The soldiers
developed farmland irrigation in order to grow their own food.
The irrigated area is estimated to correspond to one third of
the lake area at that time. Because of the agricultural activities,
which consumed a significant amount of water, the lake
decreased in size rapidly. As time passed after the withdrawal of
the Han troops, the lake area gradually increased.

In the eleventh century, Xixia once more started
agricultural development. They were succeeded by the Yuan
Dynasty, which implemented the development in the middle
reaches as well. Analyses of tree rings and ice core samples
revealed that climate cooling took place in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. With the climate cooling, the amount of
river flow decreased because some precipitation was taken up

by the expansion of glaciers. Quantitative analysis indicates,
however, that an increase of water use in the middle reaches was
the major cause of a large decrease in river water in the lower
reaches. It was also shown that the river was diverted in the
lower reaches from the original route to a new passage, forming
new terminal lakes.

During the period of Ming to Qing Dynasties, water
use for agriculture drastically increased. The increase in
water consumption can be attributed to a newly-invented
civil engineering technique, which allowed construction of
underground water channels to channel water from far beyond
mountain ridges to the sites of agricultural development. The
area of the terminal lakes has decreased drastically during this
period.

In the twentieth century, the area of agricultural
land increased three-fold in a few decades, and the water
consumption increased accordingly. The terminal lakes have
hence disappeared completely.

A decision was made to limit the water use in the
middle reaches in order to restore one of the lakes, which has
subsequently re-appeared. The water forming the lake, however,
is from deep groundwater, taken up to the surface to compensate
for the water shortages. Isotope analysis of the groundwater
indicated that the water had accumulated over the period of a
few centuries. We have started using this precious water for the
recovery of the lake.

The problem of water shortages has occurred repeatedly
many times throughout the history of this arid region. Even
today, the problem of extreme water shortages exists, and it is
said that the only solution is to import water from outside the
country, impossible though it may seem.

When water shortages occur, sometimes people solve
the problem by digging irrigation canals, and at other times
by building underground water courses, or by developing
subterranean aquifers. In other words, people have overcome the
problem by expanding the scope of their own system (the area in
which they live, or their area of influence). Today, however, the
way that people live is expanding to a global level. We have now
reached the stage at which there is no more space into which the
system can expand. The area of the planet known as the Earth
is finite, and thus methods employed by people to solve their
problems by expanding their immediate system have become
untenable. This can be considered as an aspect of the global
environmental problems that face us directly today.
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Abstract

Kyoto Women’s University

The Heihe River basin has been divided into upstream,
middle reaches and downstream regions by the policies of
central governments. In the early eighteenth century, a rule
about the distribution of the Heihe River was established in
order to distribute irrigation water evenly through the middle

reaches region. This rule still exists as a habitual practice in

Interruption in the water flow of the Heihe River

INOUE, Mitsuyuki

the region. However, interruption of the Heihe’s water flow
becomes a serious problem at that time, and the situation
continues to worsen. The cause of the water shortage is
excessive use of water for agriculture. The confrontation
between the farming world and the nomadic world over the

water of the Heihe has a long historical background.
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Abstract

The development and current status of environmental NGOs in China
A visit to Guizhou Province, Caohai, and Gusheng

Guided by Mr. Deng, the founder, we went to observe
the current status of the first Chinese environmental NGO set
up by farmers. From the activities of the environmental NGO

in China, it became clear that to maintain the environment,

RIHN KODAMA, Kanako

it was important not only to protect nature, but also to solve

the problems of poverty and to revolutionise people’s way
of thinking. Further, I could also see that local democracy
is being fostered amidst the environmental NGO activities

implemented by the local residents.
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Abstract

Sino-Japanese symposium on natural environment and folk geography

Beijing Normal University SE, Yin

The Sino-Japanese Symposium on “Natural
Environment and Folk Geography”, which was jointly hosted
by the Research Center for Folklore, Ancient Writing and
Chinese Characters (RCFAWCC), Beijing Normal University,
Laboratory of Regional Geography, Beijing Normal
University, and National Museum of Ethnology, Japan,
was held at Beijing Normal University on the 27 and 28
October 2007. Eighty experts (18 of whom were Japanese

academics) exchanged cross-disciplinary skills across

many fields such as ethnology, geography, and folkloristics
regarding the problems raised in seven panels (sessions)
on the natural environment and human survival, natural
treasures and cultural treasures, the use of natural resources
and folk knowledge, geographical space and geographical
peoples, environmental and cultural changes, natural
disasters and disaster-stricken peoples, and environmental
problems and ecological migration, thus broadening the

academic field of vision of the symposium participants.
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Abstract

Monkeys and World Heritage:
Conservation of the Yunnan snub-nose monkey and the future of
mountain inhabitants way of life in the Three Parallel Rivers area, Yunnan province

RIHN

AKIMICHI, Tomoya

The Three Parallel Rivers area in northwestern
Yunnan was registered as a UNESCO World Heritage Site
in 2003. This area is known for its rich natural resources
and for a magnificent landscape extending from 800 to
4000 meters above sea level. Here ethnic minorities such
as Tibetans, Yi, Naxi, and Lisu have lived an agro-pastoral
way of life.

This world heritage site also includes the national
nature reserves in which thirteen separate troops of
endangered snub-nose monkeys live. The monkeys
were previously hunted and their golden fur was used as
blankets and rugs by the wealthy. The monkeys range
widely as they feed mainly on slow-growing arboreal
mountain mosses found in the forests and this compels
them to migrate from one place to another in search of
food. The present isolated status of the monkeys’ habitats

may lead to a decrease in the genetic diversity of the

populations and consequently threaten the existence of
this species.

After flooding struck the lower Yangzi basin in
1998, the government declared that it would conserve the
natural forests there and they declared a ban on hunting in
the upper reaches as part of a forest conservation policy.
This sudden ban on hunting, however, has seriously
threatened the livelihood of the minority groups.

With the goal of both conserving the natural
environment and providing life security to the mountain
inhabitants of this heritage site, an appropriate policy
is required. These minority groups should either be
transferred to a new location or an eco-tourism policy
should be introduced that enables them to have the
opportunity to work as guides for tourists interested in the

snub-nose monkeys.
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