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TIBET LEADS THE WAY TO 
‘BUILD A BEAUTIFUL CHINA’

The Tibetan government plans to spend 300 million yuan ($43.85 million) for wetlands protection.  PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

Reforestation 
work returns 
life to a once 
barren plateau
BY MA CHI

Across China, ecological conservation 
has become a high priority, especially 
on the Tibetan Plateau.

When traveling along Highway 
G219 from Lhasa, capital of the Tibet 
autonomous region, to Gar county 
in Ngari prefecture, there is little to 
interrupt the beautiful monotony of the 
rolling mountain scenery.

But as travelers approach the town 
of Shiquanhe, two lines of “white 
centurions” standing along the highway 
come into sight. On closer inspection, 
they turn out to be a species of willow 
tree — more commonly found in 
the Loess Plateau in northwestern 
China — and their presence is a key 
weapon in fighting wind erosion and 
desertifi cation.

The white clothes the trees “wear” 
are actually plastic covers to help the 
willows make it through the chilly and 
windy winters, said Gao Baojun, Gar’s 
Party secretary.

The willows, along with tens of 
thousands of other trees, were 
introduced from distant regions of the 
country to help green the county’s 
once-barren land.

For residents, the sight of green trees 
used to be a rarity due to the area’s 
hostile natural environment featuring 
long, arid winters, Gao said.

Over the past two years, nearly 
300,000 trees have been planted 
along streets, in parks, as well as 
beside highways in Gar, in a massive 
reforestation campaign to protect the 
fragile natural environment.

The newly arrived trees include 
poplars, willows and Chinese scholar 
trees that come from places with 
climates comparable to Ngari.

“In Ngari, planting a tree is even 
more difficult than raising a child,” 
said Qi Xijun, deputy head of the Gar 
government who is in charge of forestry 
work.

With an average altitude of 2.8 miles, 
Ngari used to be known as the “land of 
no life” for its extraordinary dryness and 
coldness.

Last year, the annual evaporation 
volume was nearly 15 times that of 
precipitation, which was just 5 inches. 
The winter lasts for more than half a 
year and the frost-free season is only 
around 170 days.

The rocky land is largely covered by 
sand, which makes for an inhospitable 
environment for trees, shrubs, grass 
and fl owers, Qi said.

Han Junwen, head of Gar’s forestry 
bureau, said: “In the past, it was believed 
that only indigenous trees such as 
tamarisks — small shrubs — could 
survive the harsh environment in Ngari.”

Most of the tamarisks had been felled 
as a source of fuel since the 1950s, 
reducing Gar to a barren land plagued 
by sandstorms, according to Gao.

To help restore vegetation and 
curb erosion, since 1994 the Ngari 
government has planted more 
than 5 million tamarisks and salix 
bangongensis — a species of fl owering 
plant — along the Shiquan River 
that runs through Shiquanhe, the 
administrative center of Ngari and Gar.

The reforestation efforts have 
remarkably improved the natural 
environment of Shiquanhe, with the 
number of frost-free days more than 
doubling from 83 in 1994 to 170 days in 
2017, and precipitation increasing from 
3 inches to 5 inches.

To further improve the ecology of 
Gar, since 2016 the county government 
has been sending horticultural experts 
to northwestern provinces such as 
Shaanxi, Qinghai and Gansu to search 
for tree species that can survive in 
Ngari’s tough climate.

After experts weighed all their 
options, more than 20 species of plants 
were selected to be grown on a trial 
basis in Gar. Among them were about 
4,000 willows introduced from Shaanxi. 
It took 10 days to transport them to 
Ngari, Han said. 

The planting began in March last year, 
and many residents did not believe these 
trees could survive in Gar, according to 
Qi. To the surprise of naysayers, however, 
two months later more than 90 percent 
of the over 60,000 trees planted 
successfully took root.

The reforestation efforts have paid 
off. “Since the greening campaign 
started, airborne dust has been reduced 
dramatically, and the number of rainy 
days has increased,” Gao said.

Norbu, a resident of Gyamuk village in 
Gar, said: “In the past, when we walked 
home after a day’s work, there was 
nothing to see in the village. But now we 
can see green trees and beautiful fl owers 
in the village and this elevates our mood 
while strolling around after dinner.” 

T
he Qinghai-Tibet Plateau should 
be set up as a demonstration 
region for ecological civilization, 
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang said 

during his tour of the Tibet autonomous 
region last month — a move experts 
said would further protect its unique 
natural beauty.

China has begun to establish 
“ecological civilization demonstration 
zones” elsewhere — areas of special 
importance to preserve unique 
environments while allowing for 
sustainable development.

On July 25, Li visited the Yarlung 
Zangbo River and its tributary the 
Nyangchu in Nyingchi prefecture, and 
learned how they are utilizing the water 
resources and protecting the local 
ecology, according to Xinhua News 
Agency.

The Yarlung Zangbo is the longest 
plateau river in China and the Nyangchu 
is regarded as the mother river of 
Nyingchi.

Xinhua quoted Premier Li as saying 
that Tibet is a major source of a number 
of important rivers in China and Asia, 
so it is crucial to protect the water 
resources there. 

Several days before the premier’s trip 
to Tibet, the Information O�  ce of the 
State Council issued a white paper on 
the ecological progress on the Qinghai-
Tibet Plateau on July 18.

During a news conference on the 
same day, Hu Kaihong, head of the 
State Council Information O�  ce, Press 
Bureau, said the establishment of an 
ecological civilization on the plateau 
is an important part of the initiative to 
“build a beautiful China.”

He said that Chinese people have the 
confi dence to nurture a more beautiful 
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, creating a 
harmonious coexistence between 
humans and nature.

Hu explained that the white paper 
focuses on the improvement in policies 
related to preserving the ecology on 
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, the recent 

achievements in ecological and 
environmental protection and the 
formation of a green economy, as well 
as the development of related sciences, 
technologies and culture. 

He added the establishment 
of an ecological civilization is of 
great significance for promoting 
environmental protection of the 
plateau, of China and of the world.

The Chinese government prioritizes 
the ecological protection of the Qinghai-
Tibet Plateau, which is also deemed 
a crucial part of the sustainable 
development of China, he said.

During the news conference, Zhang 
Yongze, deputy chairman of the 
government of the Tibet autonomous 
region, talked about Tibet’s recent 
ecological improvements.

Zhang said Tibet, with a land of more 
than 500,000 square miles, is a major 
part of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, and 
is an important eco-safety barrier for 
China.

Over the past years, the autonomous 
region has carried out a number of 
initiatives to protect its air, water and 
soil, added Zhang.

He said that Tibet has also taken 
action to ensure that the development 
of these resources has been controlled 
in a rational manner to minimize human 
impact on nature.

Zhang noted that the government 
of Tibet has made it clear that growth, 
stability and ecology are the three most 
important tasks in the region.

He explained that ecology has 
always been an important factor when 

considering industrial development 
plans and that the autonomous region 
has highlighted and will continue 
to highlight such environmentally 
friendly sectors as farming, animal 
husbandry, clean energy and tourism.

Tibet’s plan for creating a safe 
eco-safety barrier was approved by 
the State Council in March 2009. 
Since then, the autonomous region’s 
government has spent about 9.6 
billion yuan ($1.4 billion) in projects 
related to ecological improvements, 
according to Zhang.

The projects cover areas such as 
restoring grasslands, protecting 
wetlands, establishing a forest shelter 
system, preventing air, water and soil 
pollution, and improving the rural 
environment in general.

Zhang said the autonomous region 
has also strengthened protection for 
its biodiversity. 

According to local statistics, Tibet 
currently has 47 nature reserves 
covering a combined area of more 
than 160,000 sq miles. A total of 125 
wild animal and 39 wild plant species 
have been e� ectively protected.

Zhang said Tibet is still one of the 
areas with the best environmental 
conditions in the world.

He stressed that the government 
and people in the autonomous region 
will continue their e� orts to promote 
the “beautiful Tibet” initiative to keep 
the ecology intact in “one of the most 
pristine lands in the world.”

“Building a beautiful China is one 
of our important missions in the new 
era,” Zhang said. 

“Under the guidance of President 
Xi Jinping’s thought on ecological 
civilization, we have the confidence 
to create a more beautiful Tibet that 
features excellent ecology and a 
harmonious coexistence of man and 
nature.”

Local government 
pledges to strengthen 
environmental 
protection e� orts.  
Yuan Shenggao 
reports

Tibetan farmers in Bomi county, the Tibet autonomous region, go on a family outing in 
spring.  PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

A rural area in the autonomous region’s Riwoche county is bathed in sunshine.
PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

The Tibet autonomous region has become an eco-safety barrier for the country because of continuous e� orts in environmental protection.  JIGME WANGTSO / FOR CHINA DAILY

We have the confi dence to 
create a more beautiful Tibet 
that features excellent ecology 
and a harmonious coexistence 
of man and nature.”
ZHANG YONGZE
DEPUTY CHAIRMAN OF THE TIBET AUTONOMOUS 
REGION


