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Background 

Nestled in the central Hengduan Mountains of Yunnan Province and 
bordering Sichuan and the Tibet Autonomous Region, Deqin County is 
the northernmost part of the Mekong Headwaters landscape.

Although only 7,000 square kilometers in area, the county has immense 
ecological value. With topographical extremes ranging from 1,840– 
6,740m above sea-level, Deqin has many climatic zones, contributing to 
the county being home to some of the People’s Republic of China’s 
(PRC) most impressive and diverse biodiversity. Three major Asian 
rivers—the Yangtze (Jinsha), Nujiang (Salween) and Lancang 
(Mekong)— wind their way through the county’s steep valleys.

Despite its remoteness and sparse human population of around 67,000, 
the county faces considerable environmental issues. Expanding 
agriculture and timber extraction, mining, illegal hunting, and a rapidly 
growing tourism industry have led to ecosystem damage including forest 
and biodiversity losses, river sedimentation, and damage to glaciers. The 
county is particularly vulnerable to climate change as small increases in 
temperature can drastically affect the habitat of plant and animal species 
living within narrow altitude bands on fragile mountain slopes.  

Poverty rates are high in the county, nearly 50% more than the average 
for Yunnan, and most livelihoods are subsistent, relying heavily on 
natural resources and contributing to environmental degradation. 
Balancing much needed economic development with environmental 
conservation is a key challenge in this fragile landscape.

Since 2006, the GMS Core Environment Program (CEP) has been 
helping address this challenge in Deqin by piloting integrated 
biodiversity conservation and livelihood development initiatives.
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Deqin County Comprehensive 
Socioeconomic Assessment 

A 2007 survey collected socioeconomic and 
ecological data covering 20 administrative villages in 
four townships, including on population, agriculture, 
animal husbandry, and plant industry. In 2008, data 
for 15 villages was updated for CEP interventions and 
government development planning. 

In 2009 a biodiversity survey assessed vegetation types and animals on 
the banks of the Mekong River and valley areas in Deqin. More than 
2,150 plant species, 87 mammal, 238 bird and 19 reptile species were 
identified. The survey data provided a solid foundation for Deqin’s 
biodiversity conservation and ecological construction demonstration 
project implementation plan for 2015–2020. 
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In 2006, a poverty analysis of nine 
villages was conducted to help 
identify pilot villages where 
livelihood activities could help 
make a difference. Two villages 
were selected and ecological 
restoration plans were created, 
covering integrated livelihood and 
biodiversity conservation 
initiatives. 

In cooperation with The Nature Conservancy, a detailed 
zonation planning of the Meili biodiversity core area was 
conducted in 2008, which lead to the establishment of the 
96,128 hectare Meili National Park.  This was the first 
Yunnan protected area to be based on the international 
national park modality.  

In 2009, the ecological functions of areas in Deqin were 
assessed to enable appropriate land use planning. 

In 2008，the domestic waste 
management situation in 10 
villages was assessed and a 
plan was created with 
recommendations for 
improvements.  

Baseline Survey and Planning

Grade I Grade II Weight (%)
 biodiversity conservation zone 30.9
water conservation zone 12.3
 eco-agriculture zone 24.4
resource utilization zone 3.6
major town development zone 7.3
eco-tourism development zone 13.3
soil and water conservation zone

Area (km2)
2172
892
1853
264
534
964
594 8.2
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Ecologic Restoration and Livelihood Development Demonstration

Village Development Fund Demonstration 
Based on the socioeconomic survey data, Yongzhi and Biyonggong villages were selected for 
Village Development Fund pilots. The fund was set up with seed capital of RMB 120,000 and 
community members were trained on natural resource conservation, agricultural skills, and 
fund management. The revolving fund supported 12 families to strengthen their livelihoods 
through animal husbandry and the planting of grape and peanut trees. 

Ecological Pilot Village 
Chuba village in Foshan township nearby the Mekong River was chosen 
as the main pilot village to demonstrate community-based ecological 
conservation and livelihood improvement activities. 

Ecologic restoration
Four thousand walnut and olive trees were planted in 7.3 ha 
of steep wasteland to improve forest cover and biodiversity 
while contributing to local income generation.

Eco-livestock breeding
Sixteen families in the village were trained on 
breeding pigs and provided with infrastructure 
including pigsties connected with a septic 
tank, slurry pipe and storage tank. The 
families were also encouraged to use the pig 
manure as fertilizer for their home gardens.

Water supply
1,500 meters of pipe was installed to improve the water 
supply in the village. 

Alternative energy
Through local government funding, solar water 
heater was introduced to 16 households to reduce 
the use of fuel wood. 

Environment improvement
A 700m road and a solid waste incinerator 
& collection tank in the village were built 
with counterpart funding from the local 
government and a clean up of local 
sewerage pond was organized.

Interventions 
& achievements 

in the 
pilot village



Meli Snow Mountain - Tracking Climate Change and Tacking Tourism Damage 

Building Climate Change Resilience

CEP supported activities to increase local resilience to the impacts of climate change. These included public awareness raising campaigns 
and an analysis of climate change impacts on local communities as well as on the famous Meili Snow Mountain.

Concern over Meli Mountain’s retreating glaciers led to the 
collection and analysis of meteorological data which 
showed that annual temperatures had increased substantial-
ly since 2004 and that rainfall had decreased. It was estimat-
ed that a warming climate had contributed to a 50m per year 
recession of the Mingyong glacier, one of four on the moun-
tain. Earlier studies showed the tree line moving to a higher 
elevation in recent decades, further evidence of climate 
change. The analysis recommended a formal monitoring 
system be established to track the impact of climate change 
on the glaciers. The impacts of tourism on the glaciers was 
also assessed and found to be causing damage due high 
numbers of people walking on glacier as well as substantial 
litter. In response, awareness-raising activities were 
conducted to minimize the environmental ‘footprint’ of 
tourists. 
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Public Awareness Raising

A public campaign on climate change and biodiversity conservation was held on "Earth day" on 22 
April 2015 by the Deqin Environment Protection Bureau (DEPB) in cooperation with the Deqin 
Meteorological Bureau and the Association of Science and Technology. More than 600 people 
attended the "Scientific Responses to Climate Change; Construct Deqin as an Ecological 
Civilization" event in Shengping township. Community members learned about and discussed the 
environmental challenges facing the county and practical actions local people could take. 
Hundreds of local people signed a banner pledging to conserve water and save energy.


