
122

www.frontiersinecology.org © The Ecological Society of America

Tibet: holy place, not
“Western Storehouse”!
While I share many of Paul Keddy’s
concerns about the environment of
Tibet, I was troubled by his letter’s
biased treatment of the issue (Write
Back, Front Ecol Environ 2007; 5[1]:
10). No one can predict the future,
but the simple fact is that Tibet has
never been a sovereign state at any
time in the past. Except for a short
occupation by the British in the
early 20th century, Tibet has always
been part of the Chinese family.

No one can deny the hardship
Tibetans have suffered as a result of
political turmoil – notably the Cul-
tural Revolution of the 1960s – or
the many environmental problems
they are currently facing. Tibet, how-
ever, was and is not alone in these
difficulties; people throughout China
have suffered the same degree of dev-
astation. I have never been to Tibet
and cannot say how much more
severe that region’s environmental
problems are relative to other parts of
China, but I would be surprised to
learn that Tibet is worse off. The
entire country has experienced sub-
stantial environmental degradation.

Keddy suggests that the Chinese
word for Tibet, Xizang, translates to
“Western Storehouse”. His letter is the
first place I have read of that particular
translation, which might encapsulate
the attitude of some individuals, but
definitely not of the Chinese people,
who regard Xizang as a holy place.

Because much of the world hailed
the opening of a railway to Tibet in the
summer of 2006, it is surprising to read
Keddy’s accusation that it is a tool for
rapid colonization and plunder of nat-
ural resources. Tibet has been isolated
long enough by its unique geographic
barriers. It is unfair to allow geography
to continue limiting the region’s access
to the booming prosperity of the coun-
try and the world.

I am more optimistic than Dr Keddy.
I am confident that China, of which
Tibet is a part, is moving in the right
direction and at the right pace. Politics
aside, it is important to continue to

raise awareness of and to preserve,
respect, and appreciate the unique cul-
ture, language, and landscapes of Tibet.
Fangliang He
Department of Renewable Resources,
University of Alberta, Edmonton,
Alberta, Canada
fhe@ualberta.ca

In his letter (Write Back, Front Ecol
Environ 2007; 5[1]: 10), Paul Keddy
brings up the status of Tibet, a political
issue inappropriate for discussion in a
scientific forum. We are disappointed
to see such biased views being
expressed by a scientist in a profes-
sional journal.

The Tibetan Plateau is indeed known
as the Qinghai-Xizang Plateau in
China. Xizang is composed of the two
words xi (west) and zang (a religious
word relating to the teachings of
Buddhism and Daoism). The word zang
is used to reference “holy places”, or
temples where the scriptures of
Buddhism and Daoism are stored. So
“Xizang” literally means “Western Holy
Places” or “Western Spiritual Troves” –
“storehouses” of sacred texts, but not of
natural resources, as Keddy implies.

Keddy relies almost exclusively on
the websites of the Tibetan Gov-
ernment in exile and the International
Campaign for Tibet, which show that
forest cover declined in Tibet between
1949 and 1985. As in other parts of
China, the environment and natural
resources of Tibet have been, to a cer-
tain extent, overexploited and
degraded in the past several decades.
However, this situation has been recog-
nized by the Chinese Government in
recent years and, in response, many
policies have been enacted to protect
and restore Tibet’s natural resources,
with some positive outcomes. For
example, with the implementation of
forest protection and reforestation pol-
icy in the 1980s, total forested area in
Tibet has increased from 5.27% in 1981
to 9.84% in 2005 (Wang 1997; China
Internet Information Center 2005).
One of us (J-G Huang) worked on den-
drochronology and forest ecology in
Tibet between 2001 and 2003 and
observed many well-protected natural

forests and planted forests of increasing
extent.

The total human population of
Tibet was about 2.74 million in 2004
(China Internet Information Center
2005), with 80–85% living by pas-
turage. Due to the high elevation of
the plateau (4000 m above sea level on
average), and its long, snowy winters,
the growing season is confined
between mid-May and the end of
August. There are many weather-
related disasters recorded in historical
documents, climatic observations, and
paleo-climatic proxy data such as tree
rings (Huang and Zhang 2007).
Consequently, crop production has
been low. Livestock such as yak, cattle,
sheep, and horses are the main food
sources in the extremely cold and long
winter. Some grasslands are fenced for
livestock by local Tibetans, not by the
Chinese army, as Keddy claims.

Tibet is a remote, isolated, and
largely underdeveloped region. In the
past, there were only two highways
through the mountains and along the
rivers and lakes, often blocked by land-
slides in the rainy summers and by
heavy snow in the winters. The open-
ing of the costly Qinghai–Tibet rail-
way (about 6% of the total budget of
which was allocated to ecosystem
restoration and environmental protec-
tion; State Council Information Office
2003) provides more convenient and
efficient transportation between Tibet
and the outside world. Let us hope that
it will stimulate local economic
growth and improve Tibet’s living con-
ditions in the future.
Jian-Guo Huang1*, Junda Lin2,
and ShiLi Miao3

1Department of Applied Sciences,
University of Quebec at Abitibi-
Temiscamingue, Rouyn-Noranda,
Quebec, Canada
*jianguo.huang@uqat.ca
2Institute for Marine Research, Florida
Institute of Technology,
Melbourne, FL
3West Palm Beach, FL

WRITE BACK  WRITE BACK WRITE BACK



123

© The Ecological Society of America www.frontiersinecology.org

Write Back

China Internet Information Center. 2005.
Tibet facts and figures 2005: natural
resources. www.china.org.cn/english/
zhuanti/tibet%20facts/163899.htm.
Viewed 26 Feb 2007.

China Internet Information Center. 2005.
Tibet facts and figures 2005: population.
www.china.org.cn/english/zhuanti/
tibetfacts/163178.htm. Viewed 26 Feb
2007.

Huang JG and Zhang QB. 2007. Tree rings
and climate for the last 680 years in
Wulan area of northeastern Qinghai-
Tibetan Plateau. Climatic Change 80:
369–77.

State Council Information Office. 2003.
White paper on ecological improve-
ment and environmental protection in
Tibet. IV. Building an ecology-friendly
railway line: the Qinghai-Tibet railway.
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/
whitepaper/tbpaper/tb4.html. Viewed
26 Feb 2007.

Wang HC. 1997. Deforestation and desicca-
tion in China: a preliminary study. In:
Mao YS, Ning DT, Xia G, et al. (Eds).
An assessment of the economic losses
resulting from various forms of en-
vironmental degradation in China.
Occasional paper of the Project on
Environmental Scarcities, State
Capacity, and Civil Violence. Cam-
bridge: American Academy of Arts and
Sciences and the University of Toronto.
www.library.utoronto.ca/pcs/state/
chinaeco/forest.htm. Viewed 26 Feb
2007.

Conservation research in
India
Dinesh Sharma (Dispatches, Front
Ecol Environ 2006; 4[10]: 511) draws
attention to the obstruction from gov-
ernment authorities faced by many
wildlife researchers in India. While
this is a serious issue, I would like to
point out that, happily, some Indian
conservation researchers and govern-
ment agencies have maintained excel-
lent and productive relationships.

In January 2007, I met with represen-
tatives of Aaranyak (www.aaranyak.
org), a leading non-governmental
biodiversity conservation organiza-
tion in the state of Assam in north-
east India. There, Bibhab Talukdar
informed me that, unlike groups in
other parts of India, his organization’s
efforts have been very well received
by the state forest department, largely
due to Aaranyak’s policy of working
closely with government authorities
on conservation needs and priorities.

According to Talukdar, animosity
from government wildlife depart-
ments toward conservation re-
searchers can sometimes arise from
the government perception, war-
ranted or not, that researchers’ agen-
das fail to overlap with their own. In
particular, the departments some-
times see researchers as contributing
little to on-site conservation, instead
focusing on the pursuit of publica-
tions and other forms of individual
recognition. Talukdar claims that
Aaran-yak and the Assam Forest
Department have been able to estab-
lish an atmosphere of mutual faith
and understanding in which they
have combined efforts to conserve
Assam’s biodiversity.

For instance, Aaranyak has co-
llaborated with the state govern-
ment on elephant conservation and
human–elephant conflict mitigation
projects. The organization has also
aided governmental efforts to protect
the Indian one-horned rhinoceros
(Rhinoceros unicornis) by sponsoring
wireless network service and equip-
ment for forest personnel in protected
areas. For cash-strapped government
departments, such overtures can go a
long way toward generating goodwill
for conservation researchers and their
activities. The organization’s Wildlife
Crime Monitoring Project has col-
lected data on poaching and made it
available to wildlife managers and law
enforcement officials. Frequently,
criminal cases in India involving
wildlife go unprosecuted, or are lost in
court due to a lack of legal knowledge
among enforcement staff. Here,
Aaranyak has taken the lead by offer-
ing free legal workshops and consult-
ing services to Forest Department offi-
cials. For their efforts in combating
wildlife crime, two members of
Aaranyak’s staff have been appointed
honorary wildlife wardens by the
Assam Forest Department.

Apart from being involved in conser-
vation planning, management, and
advocacy, Aaranyak has an extensive
and well-regarded research program.
Research areas include conservation
biology of key species, biodiversity
inventories, watershed and climate

studies, and geospatial technology
application. The positive relationship
Aaranyak enjoys with the government
has helped create conditions conducive
to its research activities, while allowing
the organization to be effective in its
applied conservation programs.

I agree that serious problems exist
for government–conservation re-
searcher relations across India.
However, there are encouraging
exceptions to this trend. It might be
instructive to study how conserva-
tion organizations like Aaranyak
have forged productive ties with gov-
ernment authorities, so that such suc-
cesses can be replicated more widely.
Nirmal K Bhagabati
Graduate Program in Sustainable
Development and Conservation
Biology, University of Maryland,
College Park, MD
nbhagaba@umd.edu

Invasions as spatially
explicit processes:
contributions to ecology
In a recent article, Callaway and
Maron (2006) review with great clar-
ity and depth the major areas where
scientific advances made in the field
of biological invasions have shed light
on fundamental ecological questions
of the past 20 years. Although they
explicitly note that their discussion is
biased by their own perspectives, I feel
that they have missed a major compo-
nent of invasion ecology: its contribu-
tion to the understanding of the spa-
tial dimension of ecological processes
and, consequently, to biogeography.

Invasions have served for decades as
natural experiments for the study of
spatially explicit phenomena such as
dispersal, colonization, range expan-
sion, and population dynamics.
Invasions have provided “cleaner”
natural experiments (Richardson et al.
2004), which in many cases have been
documented since their beginnings,
resulting in much better records than
for any other type of colonization
process. Data on invasions that are
extensive in both temporal and spatial
scales are available from a variety of
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sources, such as herbariums and quaran-
tine office records. The use of these
datasets has helped to develop the “big
picture” about invasions, and has pro-
vided fundamental evidence to docu-
ment general principles in ecology and
biogeography. For example, the spatial
modeling of zebra mussel (Dreissena
polymorpha) invasions in the Great
Lakes has shown that invasion pro-
cesses, particularly dispersal mecha-
nisms, are scale-dependant (Johnson et
al. 2006). At finer scales, there are abun-
dant data regarding invasive species’
spatial patterns, due to their economic
and social importance (eg agricultural
weeds; Maxwell et al. 2005). Spatially
explicit data at these local scales have
helped us to better understand local dis-
persal processes and the spatial dimen-
sion of population dynamics.

By studying invasions, we have not
only gained crucial knowledge about
spatially explicit ecological processes,
but, more importantly, we have faced
the challenge of integrating this
knowledge across multiple scales
(Pauchard and Shea 2006). The great
range of scales at which invasions
occur, in addition to their substantial
impacts both locally and globally,
requires integration across scales. By
using a multiscale approach, we are
adding evidence of how changes in

scale not only mean changes in the
magnitude of processes, but also signify
changes in the nature of fundamental
ecological processes and mechanisms.

Invasions and their intrinsically
spatial character have also served to
promote interaction among scientists
from different, and sometimes distant,
disciplines. An increasing number of
papers are tackling issues in landscape
ecology and biogeography by focusing
on invasive species. However, I
believe there is still a great deal to be
done in the way of crossing discipline
boundaries to understand invasions as
spatially explicit processes. To move
forward, we need to incorporate the-
ory and data from other disciplines.
For example, epidemiologists have
developed a remarkable body of evi-
dence on biological invasions that
has rarely been used in ecology.

Invasions will continue to help us
understand nature, and I hope we will
be able to take advantage of this
opportunity, especially in the area of
spatial analysis. I hope that in the next
20 years, what we have learned from
the spatial phenomena of invasions
will have a much wider application in
the understanding and conservation of
natural systems, and will be one of the
major contributions of invasion ecol-
ogy in the search for generalities.
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