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Organic
of Eastern Sarus Grane

Nuchjaree Puchkoon
Chief of Conservation Division, Bureau of Conservation and Research
Zoological Park Organization, under the Royal Patronage of His Majesty the King

The Lost of Eastern Sarus Crane

Eastern Sarus Crane (Antigone antigone
sharpii) is one of 15 preserved wildlife enlisted by
Wildlife Preservation and Protection Act B.E. 2535
(A.D. 1992). The species was documented for being
extinct in the wild in 1974 and is classified as a
vulnerable species (VU) in Thailand Red List data.
Eastern Sarus Crane is 176 centimeter tall, weighs
around 6.35 kilograms and has a wingspan of
approximately 240 centimeters. The species’ habitats
include wetlands in lower plains, inundated fields,
reservoirs and paddy fields. These habitats are noted

for being continuously loss at an alarming rate.

During December 1905 to February 1906,
His Royal Highness Prince Krom Phraya Damrong
Rajanupab, a prince of King Rama V, wrote an article
entitled “Lan Nok Krarien (Fields of Cranes)” from

his trip to inspect an area of the present-day Nakhon

vl

Rice nd 'Conse"'rvfation

Ratchasima Province in Northeastern Thailand.
The article describes several uncultivable lowlands
inundated by flooding in rainy season and suffered by
harden soil during droughts. The document however
took note of hundreds of thousands of Eastern Sarus
Cranes that uses the lowlands as their nesting sites and
recorded the visit of the species in rainy season and

their departure at the end of winter.

The prince also made an observation in his
writing that Eastern Sarus Cranes kept as pets in
Bangkok had mostly been captured from these
lowlands. According to the article, a large population
of Eastern Sarus Cranes was once found in Thailand
and their distribution suggested that the species
migrated in short distance between Southeastern Asian
countries such as Myanmar, Thailand, Lao, Cambodia
and Vietnam. The migration that found to occur

between the species’ breeding season (dry season) was
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for feeding and the one that occurred during the
breeding season (rainy season) was for nesting.Every
year,the same habitat was used for nesting.
The evidences suggested that in the past, Thailand
could has been the important nest sites for the Eastern

Sarus Cranes in the Southeastern Asian Region.

Since 1961, rapid economic expansion have
increased demand for farmlands and resulted in
encroachment and conversion of natural wetlands for
commercial farming. Such actions have had
tremendous impacts on wetland ecosystems and
habitats of Eastern Sarus Crane, reducing the species’
population to eventual extinction in the wild in 1974.
In 2016, approximately 96,000 square kilometers were
used for rice cultivation and enabled Thailand to
become one of the three major exporters of rice in the
global market. Giving that areas utilized for rice
farming are largely derived from natural wetlands and
habitats of Eastern Sarus Crane, it was questionable

whether Thailand can once again accommodate viable

habitats for the species.

i$ou9nun

Organic Rice Farms and the Return of
Eastern Sarus Crane

In a search for an answer for the above-
mention question, literature reviews were conducted on
Eastern Sarus Crane found in the wild in Cambodia,
Vietnam and Myanmar and on a relative species of
Sarus Crane (Grus antigone antigone) found in India.
The study noted that most Eastern Sarus Cranes in
Vietnam and Cambodia were found in natural wetlands
and some populations of the species in Myanmar were
documented for being adaptive to inhabiting in paddy
fields. Similar adaption was noted for Sarus Crane in
India with sighting of nest sites in rice fields. These
findings provided a positive prospect for reintroduction
of Eastern Sarus Cranes in Thailand and a hope that the
species might be able to adapt to changes in wetlands

of the country.

Re-establishment of Eastern Sarus Crane’s
population in the wild was a collaborative effort of
public agencies, private sector, educational institutions,

NGOs and local communities. Eastern Sarus Crane

x
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Reintroduction Program was initiated by the Zoological
Park Organization as the main responsible agency. The
program reintroduced the species to wetlands of Huai
Chorakhe Mak Non-hunting Area, a wetland of
international importance in accordance to the criteria
of Ramsar Convention, located in Buriram Province.
The Eastern Sarus Cranes were found to initially

inhibit swamps and inundated areas and later expand

their distribution to paddy fields around the reservoir of
the wildlife non-hunting area, particularly during rainy
seasons when the reservoir’s water table was relatively
high. Surprisingly, seventy to eighty percents of the
species’ nest sites in 2016-2018 were found in paddy
fields and survived chicks were mostly found in rice
farms. The paddy fields became preferred nest sites for
the species due to the fact that rice farms in Buriram
Province provide for substantive water and nutrient
retention as well as for adequate feeds for species.
Local farmers were also credited for causing minimal
disturbance to wildlife as well. While the high water
table and extraction activities in the reservoir making
the habitat unsuitable for nesting, it could be said that
paddy fields have become important habitats and

nesting sites for Eastern Sarus Crane in Thailand.

At present, rice farmers in Buriram Province
have adopt organic rice cultivation in accordance to the
National Strategy on Organic Farming and
Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) was introduced
to groups of small scale farmers by using diverse
learning methods. Farmers have learnt to co-exist with
Eastern Sarus Cranes by adopting knowledge and
innovation for rice farming in areas used for
reintroduction of the species. Such actions aimed to

enable environmentally sound farming practices that




ensure preservation of natural equilibriums and
biodiversity as well as sustainable production and food
security. Organic rice production therefore provides
linkage between farming practices, farmers and Eastern
Sarus Cranes as suggested by the slogan “Sarus
Cranes in the sky, organic fields on the ground,

sufficient food all around”.

With the success of the reintroduction, the
Office of Natural Resources and Environmental Policy
and Planning revised the conservation status of
Eastern Sarus Cranes from being extinct in the wild
(EW) to critical endangered (CR). This marked the
progress in the efforts to return extinct species back into
the wild through collaboration with local communities.
The success also signified how producers and
consumers could adopt principles of sustainable use for
preservation of species and represented the milestone

for ex-situ conservation of wildlife in Thailand.

Networks of Organic Farming
Communities and Conservation of
Eastern Sarus Crane

The interconnection between the conservation
of Eastern Sarus Crane, rice farms and farmers is
undeniable. Therefore, development of organization for
organic farming communities, strengthening technical
knowledge and innovation, adoption of traditional
knowledge for farming and building economic
potential of organic rice are important mechanisms for
the adoption of organic farming. Such actions were
taken in developing pilot community groups for
organic rice production and conservation of Eastern

Sarus Crane.

The fist pilot group was initiated and
supervised by the Zoological Park Organization.
The group, “Bann Sawai Sor Organic Rice Group”,

was led by Mr. Tongpoon Unjit, the chief of village
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No. 7 of Sakae Phrong Sub-district in the City District
of Buriram Province. The group comprised of 80
members who farmed Thai jasmine rice in 2.4 square
kilometer area in northern part of Huai Chorakhe Mak
Non-hunting Area where the Eastern Sarus Crane was
first reintroduced under the Eastern Sarus Crane
Reintroduction Program. Chief Unjit initially adopted
organic rice farming in his own land and sold his rice
under a trademark “Unjit Rice”. When he and other
villagers were invited by the Zoological Park
Organization to join the pilot group, Mr. Unjit found
Bann Sawai Organic Rice Farming Community
Enterprise and used his Unjit Rice Facebook page to
advertize the community’s products. The Zoological
Park Organization and Buriram Land Development
Station also pursued adoption of Participatory
Guarantee System (PGS) by supporting study and
development of technical knowledge and innovation,

systematic management of information and

development of local resources persons to provide
consultation and knowledge for organic rice farming.
Bann Sawai Organic Rice Farming Community
Enterprise developed various Thai jasmine rice
products under the brand “SARUS RICE” as well as
utilized the village as a site for ecotourism with the
Eastern Sarus Crane as the main feature. The name
“SARUS RICE” itself derived from the common name
of the species as well as from the description in the
2011 edition of the Royal Institute Dictionary where
Thai word of SARUS implies substantive and enduring
benefits. “SARUS RICE” therefore conveys the
meaning of a product that derives from combine efforts
of the community to ensure protection of habitats of the
Eastern Sarus Crane and the natural equilibrium in

general.

The Zoological Park Organization also
initiated 2 additional pilot community groups which are
“Bann Kiet Charern Organic Rice Group” at
Khok Ma Sub-district in Prakhon Chai District of
Buriram Province and “Sakae Sam Large Farming
System Group” at Sakae Sam Sub-district in the City
District of Buriram Province. The former consisted of
around 100 members who farmed Thai jasmine rice in
3.68 square kilometer area located in the northern part
of wetlands of Ang Keb Nam Sanam Bin Non-hunting
Area which was the second site for reintroduction of
Eastern Sarus Crane in the country. The later comprised
of approximately 90 members who cultivated jasmine
rice in 2.4 square kilometer area located in the northern
part of Ang Keb Nam Huai Talat Non-hunting Area
which is the main contributor of water for the reservoir
of Ang Keb Nam Sanambin Non-hunting Area. The
areas around the reservoir of Huai Talat were also found
to be habitats and nesting sites of reintroduced Eastern
Sarus Crane. Participatory Guarantee System (PGS)
was introduced to both groups in addition to

development of production line and networks for
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self-reliance. Members of the groups were also trained
and participated in field trips on organic farming and
conservation of wetland and Eastern Sarus Crane as
well as developing jasmine rice products under the
brand “SARUS RICE”.

Survival of Eastern Sarus Crane and
Biodiversity Conservation

Eastern Sarus Cranes were maintained by
collaborative efforts of local communities and
contributions through the development of Thai jasmine
rice products under the brand “SARUS RICE”.
The brand has become more well-known by word of
mouth, communication between communities and
networking and has grabbed attention of those with
interest in organic products. Such recognition has
allowed the communities who produce rice products
from lands inhabited by Eastern Sarus Cranes to earn

stable income on basis of awareness on biodiversity

value and importance of environmental protection and

Cover Story “

from participation on sustainable conservation of
natural resources and the environment. This was
reflected by reduction in mortality rate of Eastern
Sarus Cranes and the increase in reproduction of the

species in paddy fields.
It could be said that “SARUS RICE”

symbolized the success of collaborative efforts of
various sectors in conservation of Eastern Sarus Crane.
Products under the brand “SARUS RICE” do not only
provide consumers with healthy foods but also
contribute to mitigating impact of rice farming to
habitats and nesting sites of the species, provide
incentives for farmers to protect and maintain natural
resources and the environment and ensure stable
income from producing quality food products. By
choosing the products, consumers could contribute to
conservation of Eastern Sarus Crane and wetlands and
conveying success of the species reintroduction for
protection of their habitats, preservation of their
populations and maintenance of biodiversity and

natural equilibrium. F
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