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he Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, where the Xizang Autonomous

Region is located, sits in the central part of the Asian

continent at an average altitude of over 4,000 meters, and
i1s known as the Roof of the World, the Third Pole of the Earth,
and the Water Tower of Asia. For China, it is an important shield
for ecological security, a reserve base of strategic resources, and a
treasure trove of germplasm resources of alpine organisms. More
importantly, it is a region highly sensitive to and plays a key role
in regulating global climate change. It holds an irreplaceable,
strategic place in safeguarding China’s ecological security,
sustaining the development of the Chinese nation, and preserving
world biodiversity.

Entering the new era, under the strong leadership of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC)
with Comrade Xi Jinping at its core, Xizang has followed the
guidance of Xi Jinping Thought on Eco-civilization, put ecological
conservation first, which is the core principle in the Party’s
guidelines for the governance of Xizang, and worked consistently

Gesang Zhuoma is Researcher of the Institute of Social and Economic
Studies of the China Tibetology Research Center.

32



Keeping the Roof of the World Green:
Ecological Conservation in Xizang

to develop Xizang into a model of ecological conservation, by
enhancing the rule of law, improving the governance system,
strengthening sci-tech support, and promoting a green transition.
Today, Xizang leads the world in eco-environmental quality, enjoys
a strong momentum of green development, and the people of all
ethnic groups there are sharing the ecological dividends. These
represent the Chinese solution for the ecological conservation and
sustainable development of plateau areas in the world.

I. Xizang’s Ecological Basis:
Uniqueness, Significance, and Challenges

Xizang’s ecosystem has both high value and high fragility. Its
unique natural endowment dictates that ecological conservation is
both imperative and urgent.

(I) Irreplaceable ecological value: a wide range of advantages
from geography to biology

In terms of topography and landform, Xizang has a vast
expanse of plateaus densely dotted with rivers and lakes in
its interior, and towering mountains and deep canyons on the
periphery. The majestic Himalayas traverse the entire region,
while the interior houses expansive plateaus like Qiangtang
Grassland and over 1,500 lakes in various sizes, such as Namco
Lake. (These plateau lakes collectively account for roughly
49.5 percent of China’s total lake area.) Forests, shrubs, alpine
grasslands, meadows, deserts and wetlands (swamps and lakes) are
interspersed with each other. Such a complex terrain has resulted in
a highly diverse ecosystem and great variety in landscapes.

In terms of climate and water resources, the Qinghai-Tibet
Plateau, with an average annual temperature of just 1.37°C, is
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the coldest region at its latitude on Earth. It is also an area of
high solar radiation in China. Precipitation in the region declines
progressively from the southeast to the northwest, creating a
climatic spectrum ranging from tropical monsoon forests to alpine
deserts. Xizang leads the country in both total and per capita water
resources, and serves as the source of many major rivers including
the Yangtze, Yellow, Lancang, and Yarlung Zangbo Rivers. The
glaciers in Xizang constitute 84 percent of the national total.

In terms of biodiversity, Xizang is one of the most biologically
diverse regions in the world. It is the habitat of many rare and
endangered species like Tibetan antelope, snow leopard, wild yak
and black-necked crane, and is also home to such endemic plants
as the Chinese yew, giant cypress and Himalayan fir. Many of these
species are irreplaceable in terms of their scientific and ecological
value.

(IT) Pressing challenges in ecological conservation: dual
pressures from vulnerability and climate change

The high vulnerability of Xizang’s ecosystem is closely
linked to its unique natural conditions: the soil on the plateau
is geologically young, low in organic matter content, and prone
to erosion. Hence, the ecosystem has a poor capacity for self-
recovery, and once degraded, is hard to recover. As global climate
change intensifies, the ecological risks have worsened.

Under rising temperatures, glaciers in Xizang are melting
at a faster speed, hurting their function of water conservation at
the headwaters of rivers. The wetlands are shrinking and their
water levels declining, disrupting the habitats of migratory
birds and ecological balance in river basins. Soil erosion, land
desertification and the spread of barren land persist. Tackling land
desertification remains a formidable challenge. Climate change is
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making grassland degradation worse, increasing the incidence of
forest diseases and pests, and altering the structure and function
of ecosystems in some parts of the region. The pressure of
biodiversity conservation in Xizang has risen.

With a keen grasp of both the high value and the high risks of
ecological conservation in Xizang, General Secretary Xi Jinping
has stressed the imperative of protecting the eco-environment
in Xizang. He emphasized that modernization in Xizang should
be one that promotes harmonious coexistence between man and
nature, and listed eco-environmental protection as one of the “four
main tasks” © in Xizang. This has provided fundamental guidance
for ecological development in the region.

I1. Theoretical Guidance: Practicing Xi Jinping
Thought on Eco-Civilization in Xizang

Xi Jinping Thought on Eco-civilization is the fundamental
guidance for pursuing ecological development in the new era. The
important proposition that “lucid waters and lush mountains are
invaluable assets, and so are places covered with ice and snow”
has pointed the way forward for Xizang to meet the challenge
of balancing protection with development, and build itself into a
model of ecological conservation.

(I) Applying the proposition on the plateau: from Zhejiang’s
experience to Xizang’s practice

Xizang boasts both “lucid waters and lush mountains” in the
form of forests, grasslands and lakes, and with its glaciers and
snow-capped peaks, are also “places covered with ice and snow”.
In handling the relations between protection and development,
Xizang has made its choice—turning ecological advantage into
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economic advantage in a well-planned way. For instance, Xizang
has developed a natural drinking water industry on the strength of
its pure eco-environment, an eco-tourism industry on the strength
of its unique plateau landscape, and a national clean energy base on
the strength of abundant clean energy resources. Thanks to these
efforts, ecological conservation and economic development have
progressed in parallel in Xizang.

(IT) The positioning of Xizang in the national strategy:
from local protection to systematic governance

Under the Master Plan of the Major Projects for the Conservation
and Restoration of Nationally Important Ecosystems (2021-
2035), integrated efforts are required to advance the conservation
and restoration of mountains, rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes,
grasslands and deserts on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Xizang
has pursued the conservation and governance of mountains,
rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes, grasslands and deserts with
systems thinking. It has approached ecological governance in the
broader context of ecological security, and undertaken industrial
restructuring, pollution control, ecological conservation, and
climate response in a holistic manner, to enhance the self-recovery
capacity and stability of the ecosystems, uphold the security of
natural ecosystems, and raise their overall quality.

II1. Institutional Safeguards: Building a Well-
Developed Safety Net for Ecological Conservation

Xizang’s progress in ecological conservation hinges on a
sound legal framework and effective implementation mechanisms.
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(I) Prioritizing the rule of law: a wide coverage from both
local regulations and national laws

Recent years have seen Xizang achieve impressive results
in developing its legal framework on the eco-environment. A
legislative framework at both national and regional levels and
covering a wide range of areas has been established. In 2021,
the People’s Congress of the Xizang Autonomous Region
unanimously adopted the Regulations on Developing a National
Eco-Civilization Model in the Xizang Autonomous Region. This
is the first comprehensive regulation on ecological conservation
in Xizang, under which full arrangements were made for putting
eco-environmental protection first, promoting green development,
and implementing ecological compensation, among others.
In addition, Xizang has revised the Regulations of the Xizang
Autonomous Region for Environmental Protection and formulated
the Regulations of the Xizang Autonomous Region for Glacier
Protection, the Regulations of the Xizang Autonomous Region
for Air Pollution Prevention and Control, and the Regulations of
the Xizang Autonomous Region on Wetland Conservation. These
laws provide a legislative coverage for all key aspects of the eco-
environment in Xizang, spanning atmosphere, water, glaciers,
wetlands and grasslands.

In 2024, the Law of the People’s Republic of China on
Ecological Conservation on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau officially
came into force. As China’s first national-level legislation on
ecological conservation dedicated to a specific region, it signifies
that ecological conservation on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau has
become a national will, and provides legal protection in the highest
form for Xizang’s eco-environment. With the promulgation of
this law, Xizang moved swiftly to introduce its measures of
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implementation, incorporated ecological conservation into its
economic and social development plan, and set up an inter-agency
coordination mechanism for ecological conservation.

(IT) Promoting institutional innovation: a collaborative
framework of governance involving diverse stakeholders

To see that the law and regulations deliver, Xizang has been
updating its working mechanisms to build a modern environmental
governance system featuring the leadership of the Party committee,
guidance by the government, a primary role of enterprises and
participation of social organizations and the public, and steadily
upgrade its capacity for ecological governance. The People’s
Congress of the Xizang Autonomous Region revised the rules of
procedure of its Standing Committee, explicitly required that the
government of the region report annually to the People’s Congress
on ecological development, and made ecological conservation
a priority in its supervision work. The Xizang Autonomous
Region Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference identified ecological issues as a key subject on its
annual consultations agenda, to help inform policies on ecological
conservation.

In 2022, the People’s Procuratorate of the Xizang Autonomous
Region, together with other departments, issued the Implementation
Rules of the Xizang Autonomous Region for Synchronizing Eco-
Environmental Administrative Law Enforcement with Criminal
Justice. This document removes the procedural barriers between
administrative law enforcement, criminal investigation and
judicial adjudication, and institutes a mechanism for the synergy
between law enforcement and administration of justice, and is a
powerful deterrence to the unlawful acts of damaging the eco-
environment.
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Xizang has fully implemented the river, lake, forest, and
mountain chief systems, to assign the responsibility of ecological
conservation to leading officials in the Party and government at
all levels. In parallel, the region has carried out pubic awareness
campaigns to involve farmers and herders into environmental
protection, and established effective mechanisms for public
participation.

II1. Governance Practice: a Capacity Upgrade from
Passive Protection to Proactive Restoration

Underpinned by major conservation projects, scientific and
technological advances and refined management, Xizang has
consistently enhanced its ecosystems in both quality and functional
capacity.

(I) Launching major projects to reinforce the shield for
ecological security

Leveraging the major projects for the conservation and
restoration of nationally important ecosystems, Xizang has made
steady progress in the ecological restoration of key places and in
key fields, and worked to deliver the Plan for the Protection and
Construction of the Eco-Safty Barrier in Xizang (2008-2030).
Xizang has undertaken projects of natural forest conservation,
restoring grazing land to grassland, returning farmland to forest
and grassland, and wetland conservation and restoration. For
instance, afforestation and comprehensive management of
the basins of the Yarlung Zangbo, Nujiang, Lhasa, Nyangchu,
Yarlong, and Shiquan Rivers have stemmed the trend of soil
erosion and desertification. Six ecologically typical areas,
including Mount Qomolangma, Qiangtang, and Southeastern
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Xizang have been put into the Layout Plan of National Parks. By
2024, over 50 percent of Xizang’s landmass was put under the
ecological conservation red-line system. The region has established
a system of protected natural areas, with national parks as the
mainstay, nature reserves as the basis, and nature parks of various
types as a supplement.

Since 2018, based on the unique conditions of the plateau,
Xizang has launched five landmark campaigns to keep the skies
blue, control pollution caused by diesel trucks, protect drinking
water sources, control pollution in agriculture and rural areas, and
prevent white pollution. These endeavors have yielded substantial
results. By 2024, over 95 percent of urban domestic waste in
Xizang had been disposed of in an environmentally safe manner,
and white pollution in rural areas had been effectively contained.

(I) Empowering governance with science and technology
to make ecological conservation more precisely targeted

Xizang has implemented the national scientific research
project of the second round of comprehensive investigation and
research on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, to provide scientific and
technological underpinning for conservation. Under this research
project launched in 2017, 50-plus research institutions, including
the Chinese Academy of Sciences, made over 28,000 researcher
deployments and conducted more than 2,600 field visits. The
research team systematically revealed, for the first time, the overall
improvement in the ecosystem of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau as
an evolutionary pattern. It made the scientific assessment that the
“Asian Water Tower will enter a hyper-warm and humid phase”,
and established a scientific early-warning system for disasters,
which provided the scientific basis for preparedness against
ecological risks. With modern technologies such as ecological
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remote sensing, UAV monitoring and big data analysis introduced
into Xizang, a leapfrog upgrade from manpower prevention to
technical prevention has been achieved in the monitoring of the
eco-environment. The integrated space-air-ground monitoring
system on the plateau in northern Xizang is transforming the
traditional model of conservation on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, and
an all-round and multi-dimensional ecological monitoring network
is taking shape.

(IIT) Making leapfrog progress in ecological quality, as
evidenced by the greening of the Roof of the World shown in data

According to the 2024 Environment Bulletin of the Xizang
Autonomous Region, Xizang remained one of the most ecologically
sound regions in the world. Its grassland comprehensive vegetation
coverage rose to 48.07 percent, forest coverage remained stable
at 12.31 percent, and 68.75 percent of the wetlands were under
protection. The carbon reserves of the three primary ecosystems
in Xizang, i.e. forests, grasslands, and wetlands, continued to
grow, solidifying the region’s role as a critical national “carbon
sink reservoir”. The proportion of days with excellent or good
air quality in Xizang averaged 99.7 percent. The water quality of
major rivers and lakes was up to the Grade II standard or above,
making the poetic line that “the clear water of the rivers flows
eastward” a living reality in Xizang. Among these rivers, the
Niyang River made the national list of beautiful rivers and lakes.
The water quality of all the centralized drinking water sources in
the urban areas across Xizang’s seven prefecture-level divisions ®
was up to the Grade III standard. People’s access to safe drinking
water was assured. Years of hard work have resulted in a surge
in the number of wild fauna and flora in Xizang: The population
of Tibetan antelopes grew from 50,000-70,000 in 1995 to over
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300,000 in 2025; black-necked cranes, from 1,000-3,00 to more
than 100,000; the populations of snow leopards, wild yaks, and
Yunnan snub-nosed monkeys rose steadily. The Tibetan red deer,
once considered extinct in the world, was rediscovered. All these
figures are a reflection of Xizang’s remarkable achievements in
biodiversity conservation.

V. A Green Transition: a Conversion of Value from
Ecological Advantage to Development Advantage

Xizang has all along put ecological conservation first and
pursued green development to convert its ecological advantages
into strengths in boosting economic growth and improving people’s
lives. It has identified a distinctive path of driving high-quality
development through ecological improvement, and delivered
the fruits of development to people of all ethnic groups while
preserving the lucid waters and lush mountains.

(I) Building the national clean energy base to boost green
and low-carbon development

Xizang is endowed with abundant hydro, solar, geothermal,
and wind power resources, with non-fossil energy taking up 55
percent of its energy mix, one of the highest in the country. While
ensuring ecological conservation, the region has developed clean
energy in a sound and well-paced manner, and promoted both local
electricity supply and outbound power transmission. As of 2024,
the installed power capacity of clean energy made up 96 percent
of the regional total, the highest level in the country. An industrial
system of renewable energy with hydro-power as the mainstay,
complemented by solar, geothermal and wind power has taken
shape. For example, the Zam Hydro-power Station is China’s first
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large-scale hydro-power station built on the main stream of the
Yarlung Zangbo River. To minimize the impact on fish habitats,
a near-four-kilometer-long fish ladder and a fish breeding station
were built on the hydro-power station, and 60,000 to 80,000
local fish fry are released into the river every year. A win-win
outcome has been achieved in both hydro-power development
and ecological conservation. Since Xizang began transmitting
electricity beyond the region in 2015, 15.79 billion kilowatt-
hours of clean power had been delivered to 16 provinces and
municipalities across north, central and east China by the end of
2024. This project has generated over RMB4.2 billion in economic
returns and helped the recipient provinces cut standard coal
consumption by 4.85 million tons, and carbon dioxide emissions,
12.08 million tons. This is Xizang contributing its part to the
national endeavor in meeting the twin goals on carbon peaking and
carbon neutrality. Research by the Chinese Academy of Sciences
shows the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau as a whole has achieved carbon
neutrality, and each year provides a carbon sink surplus of over
65 million tons of carbon dioxide. Xizang has become the first
provincial-level administrative division in China to achieve carbon
neutrality, and set a model for green and low-carbon development
in plateau areas around the world.

(IT) Nurturing industries with distinctive local features to
forge new drivers of a green economy

Harnessing its ecological advantages, Xizang has been
growing green industries with distinctive local features, and
worked to increase the value-added of local products, promote
their green development, and raise the profile of local brands.
It has developed green and organic agriculture and animal
husbandry based on its pristine environment. In 2024, the region
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had a total of 404 certified items in green foods, organic agro-
products, agro-product geographical indications, and nationally
famous specialty agro-products. Xizang highland barley, Nagqu
yak meat, and Nyingchi pine mushroom have become renowned
green products popular both at home and abroad. The pure and
pollution-free water resources in Xizang have powered a boom in
the local natural drinking water industry, which has become one
of the pillar industries for the green development of the region.
By 2024, the region had over 50 natural drinking water firms,
with an annual output of nearly half a million tons. Xizang has
rigorous restrictions on the development of energy-intensive
and highly-polluting industries, and actively pursues the green
transformation of local industries. In green manufacturing, Xizang
has 40 green factories at the regional level, 17 at the national level,
and one green industrial park. Xizang’s green industries with
distinctive local features are steadily becoming greener and more
economically competitive.

(IIT) Improving people’s lives through ecological development
to ensure ecological dividends for all

Delivering benefits to the people has been the ultimate
purpose of Xizang’s endeavor in pursuing ecological development
and conservation. By creating eco-related jobs, making eco-
compensations and promoting eco-tourism, Xizang aims to steadily
raise the income of people of all ethnic groups in the course of
ecological conservation. Job creation in the eco-environmental
sector has boosted overall employment. By 2024, 439,800 jobs
of this kind had been created, such as rangers for ecological
conservation, grassland supervisors and wetland protectors, and an
annual allowance of RMB1.523 billion was disbursed. Under these
initiatives, local farmers and herders have become stakeholders
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and beneficiaries of ecological conservation. Xizang has also
developed eco-tourism by leveraging its unique plateau landscape
and ethnic culture. In 2024, the region received over 63.89 million
tourist visits and tourism revenues reached 74.6 billion yuan.
Local farmers and herders have increased their income by running
home-stay, selling specialty products, working as tourist guides,
and operating rural catering and leisure projects. A mutually-
reinforcing model between animal husbandry and photovoltaic
power generation has been promoted in the agricultural and
pastoral areas. By “generating power above photovoltaic panels,
planting grass in-between the panels, and breeding livestock below
the panels”, Xizang has achieved all-win outcomes in protecting
the eco-environment, developing clean energy, making efficient
use of land, and raising people’s income.

The Qinghai-Tibet Plateau is a shared treasure from nature
for the Chinese people and for all humanity. Developing eco-
civilization in Xizang is not only an integral component of the
Beautiful China Initiative, but also China’s action to lead the
effort in building a clean and beautiful world. With sound water
quality in the rivers across Xizang, nearly one-third of the world’s
population comprising the people in India, Pakistan, Nepal,
Bhutan and other countries have benefited from the waters on the
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. With the strengthening of Xizang’s capacity
for emission and carbon reduction, the glaciers on the Plateau
have continued to serve as a climate regulator in the Northern
Hemisphere, and provided a negative climate feedback against
global warming. With Xizang’s efforts in protecting biodiversity,
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau has been a paradise for wildlife and
a living repository of genetic diversity, and provided the world
with a green model for achieving harmony between man and
nature. Xizang’s achievements in ecological conservation and
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development have gained growing international recognition and
support. What happens in Xizang is a microcosm that shows
China’s commitment to shouldering its responsibility in leading the
global environmental governance and building a community of all
life on Earth.

@ The Seventh Central Symposium on Xizang Work identified ensuring stability,
facilitating development, protecting the eco-environment and strengthening the

borders as the four main tasks in Xizang.

@ The seven prefecture-level administrative divisions under the Xizang Autonomous
Region include six prefecture-level cities and one prefecture, namely Lhasa City,
Xigaze City, Shannan City, Nyingchi City, Qamdo City, Nagqu City, and Ngari

Prefecture.

46



