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A CULTURE ENDANGERED: 
DEPOPULATING THE GRASSLANDS OF THE TIBETAN PLATEAU 

 
Tenzin Norbu 

 
Overview:  Melting Tibetan Plateau 
 
With an average elevation of 4,500 meters, the Tibetan Plateau is one of the most distinctive land-
features on earth. It occupies an area of 2.5 million square kilometers—more than one quarter of the 
size of China–and is the world’s highest and largest plateau in the world. For many generations, this 
Plateau has provided the basic necessities to sustain life, allowing human civilization to flourish 
beyond its vast border. The modern era now begins to acknowledge the significance of its strategic 
location for both developing peace and harmony within the region or conflict.  
 
The Tibetan Plateau, also referred as “The Water Tower of Asia,” is the headwaters of major rivers 
that flow into India, Bangladesh, China, Nepal, Pakistan, Thailand, Myanmar, and Vietnam. 
Approximately 1.3 billion people are directly dependent on the health of ten major rivers that 
originate in Tibet. The total river basin area is estimated to be greater than 5.6 million square 
kilometers. With its snow peaks and glaciers, the Plateau provides freshwater resource to a wide 
swatch of Asia, in areas ranging from the deserts of Pakistan and India to the rice paddies of 
southern Vietnam, from the great Tonle Sap lake in Cambodia to the North China Plain.  
 

 
 
Figure1: Tibet: The Third Pole 
Image© NASA & D. Miller 
 
 
In recent years, critical components of Tibet’s ecosystem are undergoing major transformations due 
to climate change. For instance, climate change has led to receding glaciers, shrinking and 
disappearance of thousands of lakes, drying of wetlands, thawing of permafrost, and reduced flow 
regimes in many rivers. Abnormal weather conditions due to climate change have made subsistence 
farming and herding more unpredictable, thus impacting the livelihoods of a majority of Tibetans. 
These days, on the Plateau, the spring thawing is earlier and the permafrost is melting away before 
the growing plants can access the water. These changes affect not only the crops but also the native 
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vegetation of Tibet, especially in wetlands and other low lying areas. The loss of wetland in turn 
threatens the migratory birds that are used to making Tibetan stopovers during the mating season. 

 
Endangering Pastoralism and Grasslands Stewardship in Tibet 
 

It was mobility that was the very essence of herding. Pastoral nomads in the Old World Dry Belt, 
whether  in the savannahs of Africa, the steppes of central Asia or the high altitude pastures of 
the Qinghai‐Tibetan Plateau, have always needed to move their animals regularly to make use of 
the spatial and temporal patchiness of grassland resources. Nomadism was therefore more than 
just an  ecological adaptation or an adaptation  to  the political  environment.  It was a  ‘region‐
specific,  temporally and spatially ubiquitous survival strategy… an alternative  to  the sedentary 
cultures of agricultural and urban societies.  
 

Fred Scholz, Nomadismus. Theorie und Wandeleinersozio‐
ökologischenKulturweise(Nomadism.Theory and change of a socio‐ecological 
mode of culture), 1995. 

 
While often ridiculed as primitive or even ‘incomplete’ by outsiders, [nomadism] is in fact a 
highly sophisticated adaptation for exploiting energy captured in the grasslands of the region.  
 

R. Merkle, “Nomadism: A socio‐ecological mode of culture,” 2000. Centre for 
Development Studies, Institute of Geographical Sciences, Free University of 
Berlin, Germany. 
(http://www.ilri.org/InfoServ/Webpub/fulldocs/yakpro/SessionA12.htm) 

 
Mobility was crucial, moving on before grazing pressure destroys plants, exposing the dying turf 
to  the  icy  gales  and  blizzards  of  Tibet which  can  strip  soil,  leaving  only  bare  rock. Nomadic 
knowledge of how, when and where  to graze, and  the nomadic willingness  to  live  in portable 
woven yak hair tents, summer and winter, with their animals, kept the pasture free of  invasive 
toxic weeds, erosion,  shrub  invasion, and  infestations of pests. None of  this was known  in  the 
1980s, except to the nomads themselves…. It is only in the 21st century that Chinese and global 
science have caught up with what the nomads have always known.  
 

Gabriel Lafitte, development policy expert, from communications with the 
author, 2010. 

 
 
Pastoralism on the Tibetan Plateau is an adaptation to a cold environment at elevations above the 
limit of cultivation. For centuries, the Tibetan nomads, drogpas, in Tibetan, and herders have 
successfully maintained a sustainable and mobile lifestyle, traveling from winter to summer pasture 
lands and from autumn to spring pasture lands (Figures 2 & 3). The grasslands on the Tibetan 
Plateau represent one of the last remaining agro-pastoral regions in the world. Almost 70 percent of 
the Plateau itself is covered in these precious grasslands. The pasture lands are made habitable 
through the co-existence of the Tibetan people and their yaks. Through their efforts, they have 
maintained sustainable use of this area for many centuries.  
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Along with the Grassland Law, state authorities gradually implemented the so-called Four-Way 
Program or₃ Si Pei Tao₄ 奘隁尢 , ordering region-wide fencing regimes and the construction 
of shelters for nomads and livestock (Fig 4). The Animal Husbandry Bureau, - the implementing 
agency of the program, stated that this program was meant to improve people’s lives and control 
livestock and grazing. In practice, the program limited the mobility of the livestock and encouraged 
the herders to invest and spend more time in winter pastures, resulting in increased grazing pressure 
on a smaller land area. Thus the program in fact intensified, or, at least in part, caused, the problems 
for which the herders are now being blamed. At the same time, other policies, driven by China’s 
long standing disdain for mobile people, were also implemented. Limits on family size and herd size 
were gradually made compulsory. Gone was the annual cycle of overwintering in lower plateau 
pastures and herding up into the alpine meadows in summer. Mobility was compromised and 
curtailed. 
 
In the 1990s, after the implementation of series of policies and measures, it became obvious that 
everything on the grasslands was going wrong. The living turf was dying, eroding, and slumping, 
only to be torn away by wild weather, reduced to bare rock or “black beach,” as Chinese scientists 
called it. Burrowing rodent populations exploded, in plague proportions. Toxic invasive weeds 
multiplied. The rangelands were degrading, including the arid area of northeastern Tibet where both 
of China’s great rivers, the Yangtze and Yellow River, rise from glacier melt.  
 
Chinese scientists and administrators offered only one explanation: the nomads were overstocking 
beyond the carrying capacity of the pastures. The compulsory overstocking during the commune 
system was not mentioned; the subject was and is still off-limit. But recent research has revealed that 
overgrazing and degradation of the grasslands are not the result of grazing livestock alone. Herders 
point to weather changes, rodents, and mining activities as important factors causing grassland 
changes. 
 
In 2003, a grassland rehabilitation policy was implemented throughout China’s grasslands and in 
pastoral areas. In Chinese, the Restore Grassland Policy is called tuimu huanco 鏹痼还螌, which 
means “closing pastures to restore grasslands.” The key measure of this policy is the relocation of 
herders from the grasslands to state-built housing, a measure that has been intensified in recent 
years. The land lease certificates guaranteeing nomads long term land tenure have been nullified. 
Instantly, all of the herders’ skills, risk management strategies, environmental services, traditional 
knowledge, and biodiversity conservation practices were made superfluous. The harshest measures 
have been enforced in Golok and Yushu prefectures, in the area China considers to be the source of 
its great rivers. There, in Chinese view, the downstream water supply is threatened by rangeland 
degradation caused by destructive nomads. In this large area, nomads are frequently “villagized” in 
new concrete settlements called “line villages” that are far from their customary grazing land, and 
they are required to sell their livestock. 
 
For decades, other policies such as de-stocking and rodent poisoning were enforced against the 
religious sentiments of the herders. For instance, one person from each family is required to join in 
the drive to poison the rodents, the Tibetan pikas. Tibetans find it deeply distressing to have to 
poison the animals whose habitat they share. They also dislike having to sell so many animals, both 
because raising animals for slaughter is against Buddhist ethics, but also because, in a land with no 
social safety net, herd size is the only wealth, security, insurance, capital, collateral against loans, and 
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dowry. Over the past 40 years, the Chinese government has sponsored the systematic poisoning of 
pikas, most recently using grain laced with Botulin C strain toxin (Clostridium botulinum). 
Approximately 320,000 square kilometers grasslands were poisoned! But researchers have argued 
that these rodents are the keystone species of the grasslands, and that their large-scale killing may 
even be harmful for the grasslands and is almost certain to affect other wildlife and the broader 
environment.  
 
China’s own scientists have now learned, through patient observation that the grasslands of Tibet, 
when grazed moderately and intermittently, with herds being moved on well before the short 
summer growing season ends, actually maintain a higher biodiversity than un-grazed pastures, where 
toxic weeds pervade and biodiversity declines.  
 
What Science Says about Grassland Degradation 
 
Many researchers have found that depopulating these grasslands and labeling the nomads as 
ecological migrants will not help to restore the pastures. Although the stated objective of tuimu 
huancao is to grow grass and thus conserve watersheds, careful scientific observation shows that 
when all grazing is removed, the biodiversity of grasses diminishes, medicinal herbs are driven out 
by toxic weeds, and woody shrubs make the land unusable. 
 
Research has shown that the carrying capacity of some grasslands has been far exceeded partly due 
to the inappropriate land-use and land management practices of the 1950s. Researchers also cite 
rainfall—rather than livestock numbers, past or present—as the major determinant of grassland 
productivity on the Tibetan Plateau. Some recent field studies also revealed that grazing actually 
helps regenerate the grasslands by improving the soil carbon-nitrogen ratio and extending the 
growing season. Even some Chinese researchers have attributed the degradation of these grasslands 
to factors such as permafrost degradation, irrational human disturbance (mining, road construction, 
conversion of grassland to cropland, gold mining, overgrazing etc.), and climate warming.  
 
Field observations conducted on these grasslands indicate positive connections between the grazing 
herds of the nomads and the grasslands. Researchers say that abandoning these grasslands will lead 
to the domination by invasive species and reduced biodiversity. Damage to the grasslands would in 
turn affect the permafrost soil. 
 
Status Quo 
 
Joblessness and alcoholism amongst the youth are prevalent in the new settlements—where the 
elders are often seen reminiscing their past lives and reliving them in their memories, and the 
younger ones are scavenging to earn a little extra money. From our recent interactions with drogpas 
and herders who fled into exile in India, and from research conducted inside Tibet, we came to 
know that the current policy of forced “villagization” is in fact a very strategic move on the part of 
the state to keep all the mobile pastoral wanderers in tight leash and to have open access to pastures 
for extractive industries without facing any resentment. The policy also enables the central 
government to boast that it has made sizable investments in elevating the lifestyles of local residents. 
But, as many anthropologist and scholars recognize, development has less to do with external 
materialistic life than with the freedom to choose and to lead the life that one values and respects. 
Given the choice of livelihood, we believe that almost all the residents of these newly constructed 
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Conclusion 
 
The compulsory ecological migration of the Tibetan nomads is grounded in ignorance, prejudice, 
and a failure to listen and learn. China is far from alone in assuming its nomads are backward and 
responsible for degrading land. But around the world, governments now increasingly recognize that 
pastoral nomadic mobility holds the key to sustainability on the dry lands of the world. 
 
Any development in Tibet should be based on the approach of listening to the land and listening to 
the people. The land and its resources must be used within its capabilities and ecological limits; and 
any policy implementation and developmental activities must respect the cultural tradition of 
Tibetans, which is based on centuries-old practice of sustainable use. 
 
The experiences and intimate knowledge of pastoral nomads should be incorporated into rangeland 
management practices. There should be a principle of collaborative management attending to the 
needs of the pastoral nomads and herders alike.  
 
A healthy and sustainable Tibetan Plateau is important because it would benefit the entire Asian 
continent and would further enhance peace and harmony within the region, especially between two 
major super powers, India and China. 
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