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Sisterhood: Holding up half the sky
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In 2013 his team set up a micro-
credit loans project to finance com-
munity affairs in Jiabi village and to
promote the economic well-being of
its inhabitants. Yin realized the
women had the skills and self-disci-
pline to manage the Sorority’s
accounting, and he and his team let
them take charge of the program.

The women welcomed that
because it meant that any interest
earned from lending money could
be reinvested in the community, and
they were able to use a traditional
way of covering risks, having three
people act as guarantors. This has
since been reduced to one person.

Last year Yin set a kind of integri-
ty test for the Sorority, asking it to
return the capital that had been giv-
en to it, and without hesitation the
group paid back the money. The
funds were then invested in another
project, supporting the work of local
veterinarians who had to deal with
the outbreak of livestock diseases.

A second round of microcredit
loans project operated by the Sorori-
ty will start from next year, Yin says.

Choszom says the Sorority has
paid a lot of attention to disadvan-
taged families, and they are its main
beneficiaries.

However, as people’s lives
improve and modern technology
floods into the village and makes
organizing events easier, the aware-
ness of local traditions has faded,
Renchen Phuntsok says. This is
especially so among young people,
and fewer women are devoted to
Sorority now, he says.

Dechen county, with an average
altitude of more than 3,000 meters
above sea level and which consists
of a collection of snow mountains,
glaciers, canyon, meadow and lakes,
has kept abundant species and is a
representative of the province’s rich
biodiversity. More than 70 percent
of its land is covered by forests.

However, locals nowadays experi-
ence increasing extreme weather
events such as storms, droughts,
high temperatures and landslides,
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Yin Lun encourages villagers to carefully note the characteristics of the

local environment with their own e

able to record even the subtlest changes in nature over half a century. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

which are also borne out in meteor-
ological data.

The herders, who dress more
lightly now because of warmer
weather, report seeing not only the
earlier maturation of grass on graz-
ing land, but also the emergence of
flies and mosquitoes on alpine pas-
ture, Yin says.

Renchen Phuntsok says water-
melons can now even be grown, in
an area where it was once too cold
for such a crop, and there is less
water for irrigation, especially in
winter.

Despite this, the ethnic Tibetan
communities have been using their
traditional wisdom and passing
down through the generations to
protect the environment and pre-
vent the diminution of biodiversity.

Although hit by the ideas of mod-
ern life to varying degrees, local
Tibetans in the villages of Jiabi and
nearby Hongpo maintain that their
mountains, lakes and rivers are
sacred and believe that to gratui-
tously fell trees and hunt is to risk
the wrath of the mountains and the
ensuing punishment of climate dis-
asters.

It is of the awareness of the frail
ecosystem in a harsh climate and

Now I try to leave more things for the locals
to accomplish. My ideal is to be an assistant
who writes down a project application,
discusses with them the big ideas and lets
them do the rest. I'd call myself a loser
if after so many years I still had todo
the job on my own.”

Yin Lun
ethno-ecologist

hardy geographical conditions that
locals’ reverence for nature is born.
It also partly explains why biodiver-
sity usually comes with cultural
diversity, as is shown in the cases of
the Himalayan and Amazon
regions, and also Mexico, Yin says.

Thus between 2009 and 2013, Yin
conducted a program with monks in
the mountains in which the locals
paid little care to the natural sur-
roundings. The aim was to raise the
latter’s awareness of the damage
humans can cause.

Yin and his team have also orga-
nized more than 20 experts on

Tibetan medicine to study the
impact of climate change on 368
kinds of Tibetan medicinal herbs in
mountains, and worked with mon-
asteries and monks trying to plant
about 20 Kkinds of endangered
medicinal herbs and plants.
Dondrup, a local official who was
among Yin’s earliest illuminators of
indigenous culture more than a dec-
ade ago, says Yin has turned daily rou-
tines that villagers take for granted as
wells as traditions they are obliged to
follow, into practical academic
research that combines climate
change theories with local realities.

yes and ears. In so doing they are

and a whole lot more below

Yin’s work complements decades
of governmental efforts to improve
locals’ living standards and protect
the environment, Dondrup says.

Yin received his master’s degree
in social anthropology studies at the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales in Paris and a doctorate at
Minzu University of China in Bei-
jing.

To accomplish the program work
he used to spend half of his time in
the villages, sometimes for months
on end, first as a primary school-
teacher and then as an interviewer
as he started fieldwork that would
take him to being an NGO project
leader, and finally being treated as
one of the villagers.

Dondrup was impressed by how
quickly Yin became acquainted with
the locals, within a month, and by
how meticulous he was with his
work.

Yin, now a father of a 2-year-old
daughter and a 6-month-old son,
and a frequent traveler for work, has
turned his main focus to fundrais-
ing and project planning, although
he still goes to meet his friends in
the countryside every few months.

“Now I try to leave more things for
the locals to accomplish. My ideal is

tobe an assistant who writes down a
project application, discusses with
them the big ideas and lets them do
the rest. I'd call myself a loser if after
so many years I still had to do the job
on my own.”

Traditional knowledge, local
beliefs, customary laws and com-
munity protocols regarding biodi-
versity provide a social and cultural
light in which the challenges
brought by climate change can be
dealt with, he says.

“Their traditional knowledge and
experience may not seem scientific,
but they do represent a shining bea-
con of wisdom.”

In rural communities where facil-
ities and financial support for envi-
ronmental protection are hard to
access, community-based methods
consistent with traditional knowl-
edge and the scientific knowledge of
thelocals are the most grounded, he
says.

Over the years, Yin has also had
the chance to talk to indigenous
peoples and representatives of local
communities around the world
about his experience, because “local
adaptation strategies of different
regions also contain a global per-
spective”.

He has built connections with
similar action programs run in com-
munities of indigenous peoples in
Africa, Australia and Latin America
and has been planning to form a
research network among the indige-
nous peoples and ethnic minorities.

In 2011 a group of Cambodians,
Thais and Laotians visited Dechen
county, and in 2015 it was the turn of
Dechen people to visit Cambodia
and Thailand.

These folk, who live upstream and
downstream of the Lancang River,
or Mekong, got to know each other.

Back home, an exhibition of pho-
tos showing the downstream in the
eyes of the participants from
Dechen was held, and Yin, who was
one of the organizers, was delighted
when he heard from one of the par-
ticipants that locals had pledged not
to dump trash into the river because
there were people living there.
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