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Example of best practices and available tools 
for the use of indigenous and traditional knowledge and practices for adaptation1 

 

Inputs provided by: 

United Nations University Institute for Sustainability and Peace (UNU-ISP) 

 

Title of practice/tool  

Please specify a short name of the example practice/tool. 

Agrodiversity as a tool for adaptation: the case of the Hani Rice Terraces 

 

Description of  practice/tool 

 

Agrodiversity is the many ways in which farmers use the natural diversity of the environment for 

livelihoods, including their choice of crops and animals but also their management of land, water and biota 

as a whole. It broadens the concept of agricultural biodiversity from meaning simply genetic resources to 

meaning the landscape level biodiversity and the diversity of local social organizations and technologies 

that support biodiversity and reduce agricultural and ecological risks.  Agrodiversity integrates biological, 

technological and organizational elements that offer resilience and flexibility to rural communities in the 

face of climate change.  

 

The case of the Hani rice terraces illustrates well   agrodiversity as an important tool in adaptation. The 

Hani rice terrace agriculture is extensively practiced by the Hani ethnic minority and other ethnic peoples in 

the Ailao Mountain to the south of the Red River in Yunnan Province of China.  The Monsoon climate in 

Yunnan consists of the wet season from June to October and the dry season from November to May.  The 

drought is a major risk for agriculture.  The recent drought from 2009 to 2012 resulted in huge loss of 

agricultural production in many parts of Yunnan Province. Nevertheless, the Hani people have long 

embraced agrodiversity to deal with the risk of drought and their agriculture was not much affected by the 

recent drought.  

 

The Hani people understand the importance of forests in water regulation and adopt a variety of ways for 

forest management. The Hani proverb says that “Forests are the lifeblood of water; water is the lifeblood of 

rice terraces, and rice terraces are the lifeblood of the Hani people”. Extensive natural forests are protected 

on the mountain top as water sources. Forests intercept rainfall and enhance soil water storage and 

groundwater recharge during the wet season in summer.  During the dry season with little rainfall in winter, 

forests help harvest dews from the heavy fog. The Hani people have bred hundreds of rice varieties to suit 

the varied niches with different regimes of elevation, water and soil conditions in the Ailao Mountains over 

centuries.  When water is not sufficient, local famers switch from rice cultivation to dry farming (such as 



maize, beans and vegetables). With regard to the technological element, local communities have 

constructed thousands of cannels and ditches to divert water from water sources to the rice terraces. They 

locate the villages below the water source forests and builds rice terraces below the villages so that water 

used in the villages can be re-used in the rice terraces. The millions of rice terraces below the villages as 

well as numerous fish ponds in the water source forests conserve water, recharge ground water and check 

erosion. Unlike other communities, the Hani people flood their rice terraces year-round to minimize risk of 

water shortage.  Finally, the Hani communities have established an institution for water management and 

distribution. Each village has a forester to look after the water source forests and each canal has a manager 

to maintain it. The water is distributed with a fee (often in the form of rice) by a water dividing stone or 

wood placed in the canal.  The small openings of different sizes are made in the stone or wood. The size of 

the opening determines the amount of the fee charged to the command area of rice terraces below the 

opening. The recent inscription of the Hani rice terraces in the World Heritage List will further raise 

awareness of the Hani rice terraces cultural landscape, but also the associated agrodiversity. Currently, 

UNU-ISP is carrying out an APN-funded research project on Developing eco-system based adaptation 

strategies for enhancing resilience of rice terrace farming systems against climate change, with the Hani rice 

terraces as an important case to build on the traditional wisdom for climate change adaptation.    

 

 

Region 

Please select a region/regions where the practice/tool took place/developed or applied from the ones 
below, as applicable: 

 Global 

 Asia-Pacific 

Country 

If applicable, please specify a country/countries where good practice took place and/or tools for 
gender consideration have been developed/applied. 

China 

Sector 

 Food security, agriculture and fisheries 

 Forestry 

 Mountains 

Name of implementing institution/s 

Please specify the implementing institution/institutions. 

UNU-ISP 

Yunnan Normal University and local governments in Honghe Prefecture, Yunnan Province, China 

Further information 



 

Please provide relevant web links, paper and other specific publications. 

 Brookfield, et al. eds. 2002, Cultivating Biodiversity: the Understanding, Analysis and Use of 
Agrodiversity.  ITDG Publishing  

 Jiao, Y., Li, X., Liang, L., Takeuchi, K. Okuro, T., et al. 2012.  “Indigenous ecological knowledge and 
natural resource management in the cultural landscape of China’s Hani Terraces”, Ecological 
Research (2012) 27: 247–263 

 

Contact details 

Please provide the name and email address of a contact person. 

 

Luohui Liang  

Academic Programme Officer  

Institute for Sustainability and Peace  

United Nations University  

53-70, Jingumae 5-chome, Shibuya-ku, Tokyo 150-8925 Japan  

Tel. +81-3-5467-1371  

Fax. +81-3-3499-2828  

Email: liang@unu.edu 

 


