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s the morning sun melts the

thick frost on the valley floor,

a pair of Black-necked Cranes
follow the warming sunlight as it eases
up the hillsides. Finally, they launch
into the air, wings twisting like ribbons
climbing on the mountain thermals.
The cranes pass low over ancient
Gangtey Monastery, built on a hilltop
in the Phobjikha Valley in central
Bhutan. Below them masked dancers
are dipping and swaying outside the
temple. Cymbals clash and mix with the
fading cries of the birds.

The dozen dancers, dressed as two-
metre-tall cranes, squawk through the
crowd of villagers, their wings flapping.
These crane-dancers are mimicking the
Black-necked mating dance, paying re-
spect to the bird which has long been
revered in Bhutanese myth as the
‘Heavenly Bird".

This is the Black-necked Crane fes-
tival, founded in 1998 by the Royal
Society for the Protection of Nature
(RSPN) and held every November.
RSPN are the only non-government
organization (NGQ) devoted strictly to
conserving Bhutan’s biodiversity and
mountain environment, In a country
known for progressive environmental
policies, they are leading the way to-
wards a form of modernisation which
also faces up to the accompanying en-
vironmental challenges and threats.

RSPN was founded in 1987 in re-
sponse to a need for environmental edu-
cation in Bhutan and to help protect
the Black-necked Crane, a species clas-
sified as “Vulnerable’ by the World Con-
servation Union (TUCN). Nearly 20
years later, their work with the crane
has led to a range of innovative conser-
vation programmes in Bhutan, starting
here in the Phobjikha Valley where
these birds come to spend the winter.

This valley is one of only two major
wintering sites in Bhutan and is sat at
3,000m on the northwest tip of the
Jigme Singye National Park. Every
winter, around 500 birds make the per-
ilous migration over the Himalaya, fly-
ing from their summer breeding









