Chapter 2
Methodology

2. Methodology

2.1 What are IBAs?

Important Bird Areas (IBAs) are sites of international importance for bird conservation at the global, regional or national level, based upon standard, internationally recognised criteria. IBAs are not only important for birds, but typically support a wide range of other important animal and plant species. Furthermore, many IBAs are also significant for human welfare and economic well being through protecting catchments, providing flood control or as a source of natural resources.

IBAs are a practical tool for conservation but they are only one of a variety of approaches. The conservation needs of some bird species are not well addressed by the IBA approach, for example raptor species that occur at low densities over wide areas, or colonially nesting species that disperse widely during the non-breeding season. In addition, IBAs do not necessarily correspond to important areas for the conservation of other taxonomic groups, for example marine ecosystems are typically under-represented within IBAs. Consequently, IBAs should form part of an integrated approach to conservation that also includes landscape, habitat and species-based measures. Nevertheless, IBAs have proven to be a widely applicable and cost-effective means of identifying priorities and generating support for site-based conservation action.

In summary, IBAs are:

· Critical sites for the conservation of birds and biodiversity.

· Places of international importance.

· Practical targets for conservation action.

· Selected according to internationally recognised criteria.

· Used to both reinforce and compliment existing protected areas networks.

· Used as part of a wider approach to conservation.

2.2 Biological rationale

Protection of a network of sites that supports as wide a range as possible of species and natural habitats is one effective approach to conservation, and forms the basis of most protected area networks. Many species may be effectively conserved by this approach, because it is often possible to identify a relatively small set of sites that supports a wide range of species within a given country or region. When taken together, these sites form a network throughout the species' ranges, which may be considered as the minimum essential to ensure their survival.

In this directory, birds are used as the basis for such a network, and the individual sites are termed IBAs. Birds are used for a number of reasons. Firstly, they are an important conservation focus in their own right, as they perform ecological roles essential to the function of ecosystems, such as seed-dispersal and pollination, have high cultural significance in Vietnam and around the world, and have economic values, particularly as a basis for ecotourism, a growing industry in Vietnam. Secondly, as a group, birds have a number of features that make them suitable tools for conservation planning, as they contain high numbers of globally threatened and endemic species, have well understood distributions and habitat requirements, are possible to record and identify in the field, are good indicators of habitat condition and human disturbance, and can act as flagships for conservation. Studies in other countries have shown that birds can be a highly efficient means of setting conservation priorities in the absence of detailed data on other taxa1,2. Thus, although the IBA network in Vietnam is based on birds, its conservation would ensure the survival of a correspondingly large number of other taxonomic groups.

2.3 Criteria for IBA identification 

In Europe, three categories of IBAs have been defined: globally important, regionally important, and nationally important3. During the initial phase of the IBA project in Vietnam, however, due to constraints of time, resources and information, only globally important IBAs were identified. In the future, when more detailed information becomes available, it may be desirable to identify regionally and/or nationally important IBAs. At that stage, additional criteria should be defined.

The criteria used to identify IBAs in Vietnam were the standard ones used to identify globally important IBAs in other countries (Table 1). In order to ensure consistency and comparability with other countries, the criteria were applied objectively and consistently. In some instances, it was necessary to interpret the criteria in a way that was relevant in the Vietnamese context. All such instances are explained in the accompanying notes.

Table 1: Summary of global IBA criteria

PRIVATE 
Category
Criterion
Notes

A1. Globally threatened species
The site regularly holds significant numbers of a globally threatened bird species, or other bird species of global conservation concern.
The site qualifies if it is known or thought to hold a population of a bird species categorised as critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient.

A2. Restricted-range species
The site is known or thought to hold a significant component of the restricted-range bird species whose breeding distributions define an Endemic Bird Area (EBA) or Secondary Area (SA).
The site qualifies if it forms one of a set selected to ensure that, as far as possible, all restricted-range bird species of an EBA or SA are present in significant numbers within at least three sites.

A3. Biome-restricted assemblages
The site is known or thought to hold a significant component of the group of bird species whose distributions are largely or wholly confined to one biome.
The site qualifies if it forms one of a set selected to ensure that, as far as possible, all biome-restricted bird species are represented within at least three sites.

A4. Congregations

or

or

or
(i) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 1% of a biogeographic population of a congregatory waterbird species.


This applies to waterfowl species as defined in Waterfowl Population Estimates4. Thresholds are set by combining flyway populations within Asia. For species lacking quantitative data, thresholds are set by estimating 1% of the Asian biogeographic population.


(ii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 1% of the global population of a congregatory seabird or terrestrial species.
This applies to terrestrial species and those seabird species not covered in Waterfowl Population Estimates4. Where quantitative data are lacking, numerical thresholds are set by estimating 1% of the global population.


(iii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 20,000 waterbirds or ( 10,000 pairs of seabirds of one or more species.
This is the Ramsar criterion for waterbirds, the use of which is discouraged wherever data are good enough to permit the use of (i) or (ii). 


(iv) The site is known or thought to exceed thresholds set for migratory species at bottleneck sites.
Thresholds are set regionally or inter-regionally, as appropriate.

Category A1: Globally threatened speciesPRIVATE 

Criterion: The site regularly holds significant numbers of a globally threatened bird species, or other bird species of global conservation concern.

Notes

· This category refers to bird species classified as globally critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient according to Threatened Birds of Asia5. The last two categories, although not strictly globally threatened, were considered to be of sufficient conservation concern to be used for the identification of globally important IBAs. However, in order to ensure compatibility with other countries in Asia, no Vietnamese IBAs were identified solely on the basis of the occurrence of near-threatened species.
· According to Threatened Birds of Asia, three critical, 12 endangered, 25 vulnerable, 31 near-threatened and one data deficient bird species occur in Vietnam5.
· The words 'regular' and 'significant' in the definition of this criterion are intended to exclude sites which are not judged to be important for the conservation of that species. Sites qualified as IBAs if the species in question is only present seasonally, or even if it only occurs at longer intervals (for example, if suitable conditions themselves only occur at extended intervals, such as temporary wetlands). However, sites did not qualify if the species occurs only as a vagrant, occurs only marginally or is known only from historical records.

· Every site that regularly holds significant numbers of a globally critical or endangered bird species qualified as an IBA.

· In order to account for the fact that certain species are widespread and occur at a large number of sites in Vietnam, for example Siamese Fireback Lophura diardi and Brown Hornbill Anorrhinus tickelli, all sites that regularly hold significant numbers of a globally vulnerable, near-threatened or data deficient bird species did not necessarily qualify as IBAs. Where possible, however, each globally vulnerable, near-threatened and data deficient species was represented within at least three IBAs.

Category A2: Restricted-range species
Criterion: The site is known or thought to hold a significant component of a group of bird species whose breeding distributions define an Endemic Bird Area (EBA) or Secondary Area (SA).

Notes

· This category refers to restricted-range bird species, which are species with a total global breeding range of less than 50,000 km2. Areas to which the global breeding ranges of two or more restricted-range species are entirely confined are termed Endemic Bird Areas (EBAs), while areas that support one or more restricted-range species but have less than two species entirely confined to them are termed Secondary Areas (SAs)6.

· All or part of five EBAs lie within Vietnam: the Annamese Lowlands, the Da Lat Plateau, the South Vietnamese Lowlands6, the Kon Tum Plateau7 and the South-East Chinese Mountains8. In addition, Vietnam contains part of the Fan Si Pan and Northern Laos SA6.

· Sites that only supported common and adaptable restricted-range species, which occur at many sites within the EBA or SA, did not necessarily qualify as IBAs. Where possible, however, each restricted-range species was represented within at least three IBAs.

Category A3: Biome-restricted assemblages
Criterion: The site is known or thought to hold a significant component of the group of bird species whose distributions are largely or wholly confined to one biome.

Notes
· This category applies to groups of bird species with largely shared distributions of greater than 50,000 km2, which occur mostly or wholly within all or part of a particular biome, and are, therefore, of global importance.

· A biome may be defined as a major regional ecological community characterized by distinctive animal and plant species. No system of global biome classification has been found that can be adequately used as a basis for generating the bird species lists required to apply this criterion. Consequently, the biome classification used was one prepared specifically for the Asian IBA programme. As far as possible, this biome classification has been made consistent with those being used by IBA programmes in other regions of the world.

· Five biomes are represented in Vietnam: the Sino-Himalayan Temperate Forests (Biome 07), the Sino-Himalayan Subtropical Forests (Biome 08), the Indochinese Tropical Moist Forests (Biome 09), the Indo-Malayan Tropical Dry Zone (Biome 11) and the Indo-Gangetic Plains (Biome 12).
· As all biomes represented in Vietnam are altitudinally delineated, several biomes may be represented at any given site.

· It was not practical to select all sites that support biome-restricted bird species as IBAs. Instead, it was preferable to select a few sites that represent most of the species restricted to the biome, and then add additional sites until, wherever possible, each biome-restricted species was represented within at least three IBAs.

· In order to avoid selecting a large number of sites, each holding only a few biome-restricted species, only sites that met a threshold qualified as IBAs. For each biome, this threshold was set at 25% of the species restricted to that biome that occur in Vietnam. Therefore, the thresholds set for Vietnam were, 12 species restricted to Biome 07, 27 species restricted to Biome 08, eight species restricted to Biome 09, seven species restricted to Biome 11 and one species restricted to Biome 12.

Category A4: Congregations
A site may qualify if it meets any one of the four criteria listed below:

Criterion A4i: The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 1% of a biogeographic population of a congregatory waterbird species.

Criterion A4ii: The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 1% of the global population of a congregatory seabird or terrestrial species.

Criterion A4iii: The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ( 20,000 waterbirds or ( 10,000 pairs of seabirds of one or more species.

Criterion A4iv: The site is known or thought to exceed thresholds set for migratory species at bottleneck sites (a combined total of ( 20,000 migrating individuals of all raptor or crane species).

Notes
· This category applies to those species that are perceived to be particularly susceptible to threats because they congregate at specific sites when breeding or wintering or while on passage.

· The term 'waterbird' is used here in the same sense as the Ramsar Convention uses 'waterfowl', and covers the list of families as defined by Wetlands International in Waterfowl Population Estimates4. The term 'seabird' covers those families of seabird not covered by Waterfowl Population Estimates4.

· The threshold for criterion A4i is 1% of the biogeographic population of a congregatory waterbird species. For Vietnam, the Asian biogeographic population was used. These thresholds were based on combined estimates of waterbird populations from different flyways within the Asia region. These population estimates were based upon those given in Waterfowl Population Estimates4 and Handbook of Birds of the World9,10, and additional information supplied by Wetlands International.

· The threshold for criterion A4ii is 1% of the global population of a congregatory seabird or terrestrial species. The thresholds used were based on population estimates given in Handbook of Birds of the World9,10, thresholds used by IBA programmes in other regions of the world, and additional information supplied by seabird experts.

· There is an apparent logical inconsistency between criteria A4i (1% of the biogeographic population) and A4ii (1% of the global population). It was felt, however, that the alternative of using thresholds based on 1% of the global population of waterbirds would, as well as departing from the Ramsar criteria, have had insufficient biological justification because of the way many migratory waterbird species are distributed and split into well-defined, discrete flyway populations. Using thresholds based on 1% of the global population would have had the effect of over-emphasising regional waterbird endemics and under-emphasising widely distributed species, since, over much of their range, many species in the latter group may rarely occur at concentrations of >1%. For species that are regional endemics, the biogeographic and global populations are the same.

· Sites meeting criterion A4i or A4iii qualify as Ramsar Sites.

· Criterion A4iv covers sites over which migrants congregate, for example before gaining height in thermals. Although it is the airspace here that is important, conservation of the land beneath it may be necessary to protect the site from threats such as hunting and the construction of radio masts. Also included here are migratory stop-over sites which may not hold spectacular numbers at any one time yet, nevertheless, do so over a relatively short period due to the rapid turnover of birds on passage.

Criteria for defining IBA boundaries
In addition to the above criteria, an IBA should, as far as possible, meet the following three criteria:

1. Be different in character or habitat or ornithological importance from the surrounding area.

2. Exist as an actual or potential protected area, with or without buffer zones, or be an area which can be managed in some way for nature conservation.

3. Alone or with other sites, be a self-sufficient area, which provides all the requirements of the birds that it is important for during the time they are present.
Notes

· Where extensive areas of continuous habitat occur that are important for birds, only criteria 2 and 3 were used. In these cases, practical considerations of how best the site may be conserved were the most important consideration. 

· IBAs were identified by the occurrence of species. However, IBA boundaries were defined by the extent of the habitats of these species, based upon known/inferred habitat requirements.

· Simple, conspicuous features, such as roads and rivers, were used to delimit IBA boundaries, while features such as watersheds and hilltops helped in places where there were no obvious changes in habitat. In the Vietnamese context, political boundaries and boundaries in land use or land ownership were the most important considerations, as these often represent boundaries in management.

· There are no fixed maximum or minimum sizes for IBAs; what is sensible from the biological point of view has to be balanced with what is practical for conservation. There is also no clear-cut way to treat cases where a number of small sites neighbour each other. In the Vietnamese context, however, whether or not these sites could be managed under a single management authority was often the most important consideration. 

· The boundaries defined for Vietnamese IBAs often followed the boundaries of protected areas, forest enterprises or other land-use designations. However, IBA boundaries did not always follow protected area boundaries, because, in some cases, these included large areas of marginal habitat for key bird species, or excluded areas of important habitat that should have been included within the IBA.

2.4 Secondary criteria

In order to ensure consistency and comparability, the criteria used to identify IBAs in Vietnam were the standard global criteria used in other countries. However, while many sites met these criteria, it was only necessary to select a subset of these sites to ensure that each globally vulnerable, near threatened and data deficient species (category A1), restricted-range species (category A2) and biome-restricted species (category A3) was represented within at least three IBAs. Therefore, four secondary criteria were introduced to assist selection of IBAs from the large number of sites that met the global IBA criteria. While all Vietnamese IBAs were identified according to the global IBA criteria (A1, A2, A3 and A4), the selection of a representative network of IBAs also involved secondary criteria (S1, S2, S3 and S4). In addition to assisting IBA selection, the use of secondary criteria broadened the IBA concept beyond birds to other taxonomic groups.

The taxonomic groups used as the basis for the secondary criteria were groups with those characteristics that make birds suitable tools for conservation priority setting and planning. Such groups:

· Contain high numbers of globally threatened and/or endemic taxa.

· Have well understood distributions and habitat requirements.

· Are possible to record and identify in the field.

· Are good indicators for overall conservation importance of a site.

· Can act as flagships for conservation.

In Vietnam, the four groups with the above characteristics are primates; turtles and crocodiles; gymnosperms; and elephant and ungulates (Table 2).

Table 2: Secondary criteria used in Vietnam

Secondary category
Secondary criterion
Notes

S1. Globally threatened primate taxa


The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened primate taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.
The site qualifies if it is known or thought to hold a viable population of a primate taxon categorised as critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient.

S2. Globally threatened turtle and crocodile taxa
The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened turtle or crocodile taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.
The site qualifies if it is known or thought to hold a viable population of turtle or crocodile taxon categorised as critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient.

S3. Globally threatened gymnosperm taxa
The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened gymnosperm taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.
The site qualifies if it is known or thought to hold a viable population of a gymnosperm taxon categorised as critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient.

S4. Globally threatened elephant and ungulate taxa
The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened elephant or ungulate taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.
The site qualifies if it is known or thought to hold a viable population of Asian Elephant or an ungulate taxon categorised as critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient.

Secondary category S1: Globally threatened primate taxa

Secondary criterion S1: The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened primate taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.

Notes
· This category refers to primate taxa classified as globally critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient according to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species11. The last two categories, although not strictly globally threatened, are considered to be of sufficient conservation concern to be used for the identification of IBAs.

· According to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, three critical, four endangered, six vulnerable, two near-threatened and five data deficient primate taxa occur in Vietnam11.

· The term 'viable population' is intended to exclude sites where the taxon in question occurs only as a relict population, occurs only marginally, or is known only from historical records. Sites that, by themselves, did not support sufficient suitable habitat to support a population of the taxon in question qualified if they formed part of a larger area of contiguous habitat that could.

Secondary category S2: Globally threatened turtle and crocodile taxa

Secondary criterion S2: The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened turtle or crocodile taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.

Notes

· This category refers to turtle and crocodile taxa classified as globally critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient according to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species11. The last two categories, although not strictly globally threatened, are considered to be of sufficient conservation concern to be used for the identification of IBAs. 

· According to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, one critical crocodile taxon and six critical, 12 endangered, six vulnerable and one near-threatened turtle taxa occur in Vietnam11.

· The term 'viable population' is intended to exclude sites where the taxon in question occurs only as a relict population, occurs only marginally, or is known only from historical records. Sites that, by themselves, did not support sufficient suitable habitat to support a population of the taxon in question qualified if they formed part of a larger area of contiguous habitat that could.

Secondary category S3: Globally threatened gymnosperm taxa

Secondary criterion S3: The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened gymnosperm taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.

Notes

· This category refers to gymnosperm taxa classified as globally critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient according to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species11. The last two categories, although not strictly globally threatened, are considered to be of sufficient conservation concern to be used for the identification of IBAs.

· According to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, one endangered, 11 vulnerable, four near-threatened and two data deficient gymnosperm taxa occur in Vietnam11.

· The term 'viable population' is intended to exclude sites where the taxon in question occurs only as a relict population, occurs only marginally, or is known only from historical records. Sites that, by themselves, did not support sufficient suitable habitat to support a population of the taxon in question qualified if they formed part of a larger area of contiguous habitat that could.

Secondary category S4: Globally threatened elephant and ungulate taxa

Secondary criterion S4: The site holds a viable population of a globally threatened elephant or ungulate taxon, or other taxon of global conservation concern.

Notes

· This category refers to Asian Elephant Elephas maximus and ungulate taxa classified as globally critical, endangered, vulnerable, near threatened or data deficient according to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species11. The last two categories, although not strictly globally threatened, are considered to be of sufficient conservation concern to be used for the identification of IBAs. 

· According to the 2000 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, one endangered elephant taxon and two critical, four endangered, three vulnerable, one near-threatened and two data deficient ungulate taxa occur in Vietnam11.

· The term 'viable population' is intended to exclude sites where the taxon in question occurs only as a relict population, occurs only marginally, or is known only from historical records. Sites that, by themselves, did not support sufficient suitable habitat to support a population of the taxon in question qualified if they formed part of a larger area of contiguous habitat that could.

2.5 Selection of IBAs

In Vietnam, a large number of sites qualify under the global IBA criteria (see Appendix 6). For example, the category A1 species Great Hornbill Buceros bicornis has been recorded at at least 30 sites, while the category A2 species Grey-faced Tit Babbler Macronous kelleyi has been recorded at at least 16 sites. Therefore, it was necessary to select a representative network of IBAs that, as far as possible, covered all category A1, A2, A3 and A4 species occurring in the country.

The first stage was to prepare a candidate list of sites, using the global IBA criteria. This candidate list was based on a review of all published and unpublished literature on birds in Vietnam, as well as correspondence with conservationists familiar with the sites in question. 

The next stage was to prepare a list of bird species for each candidate site, based on a review of all published and unpublished literature. Due to the fact that the status and distribution of many bird species were considered to have changed significantly since historical times, only recent records were used. 'Recent' records were taken to be all records since April 1988, which was the date of the first ornithological survey in Vietnam by the International Council for Bird Preservation (now BirdLife International). Records were classified as confirmed or unconfirmed. 'Confirmed' records were taken to be sight records by a reliable observer, positive identifications of calls, and specimen records of known provenance. 'Unconfirmed' records were taken to be sight records by a reliable observer where the observer had noted uncertainty about the record, and published anecdotal reports from local people. All other records were discounted. No attempt was made to predict the occurrence of bird species at sites, based on known distributions and habitat requirements, although it is recognised that, by so doing, the bird species lists for many sites were not comprehensive.

After the bird species lists had been prepared, a series of field surveys were conducted at those candidate sites for which no recent bird data were available, or for which the available data were incomplete. These surveys focused on sites predicted to support populations of category A1, A2, A3 and A4 species that were under-represented among the candidate sites for which data were available. In particular, these field surveys concentrated on the northern mountainous region, the coastal zone of northern and central Vietnam, and the Annamese Lowlands and South Vietnamese Lowlands EBAs.

The final stage was to select, from the list of candidate sites, a network of IBAs that, as far as possible, covered all category A1, A2, A3 and A4 species. While IBAs were identified using objective, quantitative criteria, a pragmatic approach was taken to IBA selection. Thus, when selecting IBAs, the national protected areas network was used as a basis, and priority was given to sites already decreed as protected areas. However, it was necessary to identify a number of additional sites, comprising both proposed protected areas and sites that were previously not on the conservation agenda.

Selection of IBAs began with all sites that qualified under category A4. The criteria in this category are relatively straightforward to apply, and the sites selected overlap little with sites selected under categories A2 and A3, although there was some overlap with category A1. In order to apply the criteria in category A4, it was necessary to have quantitative data on congregatory species. Where such data were not available, these criteria were not applied, although it is recognised that, by so doing, a number of sites that may have qualified under this category were not selected. A total of 17 IBAs were selected under this category, all wetland sites in the Mekong and Red River Deltas.

Next, sites were selected under category A1. First, all sites that regularly hold significant numbers of a globally critical or endangered bird species were selected. Nine such sites had already been selected under category A4, and an additional 18 sites were selected. Then, additional sites were selected under category A1 until, as far as possible, each globally vulnerable, near-threatened and data deficient species was represented at at least three sites. When selecting these sites, preference was given to sites that met one or more of secondary criteria S1, S2, S3 and S4. This ensured that, as far as possible, the IBAs selected were also of conservation importance for other taxonomic groups. An additional 18 sites were selected in this manner, bringing the total number of IBAs selected to 53.
Next, additional sites were selected under category A2 until, as far as possible, each restricted range species was represented at at least three sites. Only two additional sites were required: Van Ban (IBA 58) for Broad-billed Warbler Tickellia hodgsoni and Kon Ka Kinh (IBA 20) for Chestnut-eared Laughingthrush Garrulax konkakinhensis.

Finally, additional sites were selected under category A3, until each biome-restricted species was represented at at least three sites. When selecting these sites, preference was given to sites that met one or more of secondary criteria S1, S2, S3 and S4. An additional eight sites were selected in this way, bringing the total number of IBAs in Vietnam to 63.
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