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Research

3rd TPE Workshop: A Step Forward in 
Integration of Polar Research 

Participants representing 15 countries from around the world 
attended the 3rd Third Pole Environment (TPE) Workshop in 
Reykjavik, Iceland from 29 August to 1 September, following 
an invitation from the President of Iceland, Olafur Grimsson, 
and the University of Iceland. 

The first two days were devoted to academic presentations 
and group discussions: 5 keynote speeches and 15 short 
presentations were given by distinguished scientists in the 
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field of alpine/glaciated environments, followed by group 
discussions in the afternoon. Discussions centred on the 
six main themes of climate, glaciers, lakes and rivers, 
ecosystems, past environments, and anthropogenic impacts. 
Participants chose which group to participate in based upon 
their individual interests. Each group then presented the 
results of the discussion in a plenary session.

The draft TPE Science Plan was discussed in depth on the 
afternoon of 31 August. Given the importance of the Science 
Plan as a tool for programme development, it was suggested 
that two versions of the plan be drafted: a shorter, more 
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concise version aimed at quickly delivering TPE’s mission, 
and a somewhat more detailed and descriptive version. 

A technical workshop on TPE flagship stations was held 
on 1 September. Scientists from China, India, and Nepal 
described their current observation and monitoring 
projects within the Third Pole region. Peter J van Oevelen, 
Director of the Global Energy and Water Cycle Experiment 
(GEWEX) office, gave a presentation (via Skype) on GEWEX 
monitoring stations. He shared GEWEX experience in 
running international stations and offered advice for TPE. 
Tasks aimed at furthering the discussion and initiation of TPE 
flagship stations, including relevant data sharing policies, 
were delegated to participants at the workshop. 

The 4th TPE Workshop (2012) will be held in India. Dates 
and location will be announced early next year.

AGU Sessions Advance TPE Science 
Activities and Collaboration

A strong showing among scientists from around the world 
interested in the Third Pole resulted in a successful outcome 
at the annual American Geophysical Union (AGU) Fall 
Meeting in San Francisco, USA, held from 4 to 9 December 
2011. TPE sponsored two sessions at the meeting.

CAS Academician Yao Tandong, from the Institute of Tibetan 
Plateau Research, CAS (ITPCAS), Prof. Lonnie Thompson 
from Ohio State University, Prof. Volker Mosbrugger from 
the Naturmuseum Senckenberg, and Prof. Dieter Scherer 
from the Technical University of Berlin presided over Session 
C02, ‘A Paleo-Perspective of the Third Pole Environment 
(TPE): Past, Present and Future’. Four renowned scientists 
gave presentations: Prof. Edward Cook from Columbia 
University spoke on ‘Climatic change over the Third Pole 
from long tree-ring records’; Prof. Christoph Schneider from 
RWTH Aachen University on ’Calibration of a distributed 
ablation model for Zhadang Glacier, Tibetan Plateau, using 
a time-lapse camera system’; Prof. Roland Mauesbacher 

from Friedrich-Schiller-University in Jena on ‘Paleo-monsoon 
dynamics on the Tibetan Plateau from LGM to the beginning 
of the Holocene’; and Prof. Tobias Bolch from the University 
of Zurich on ‘Past and future glacier changes in the western 
Nyainqentanglha Range on the Tibetan Plateau’.

Prof. Zhu Liping from ITPCAS and Prof. Roland Mauesbacher 
from Friedrich-Schiller-University in Jena presided over 
Session GC17, ‘Regional Climate Impacts: Lake Sediments 
and Monsoon Variability in the Third Pole Region’. Again, 
four renowned scientists gave presentations: Prof. Erwin 
Appel from the University of Tuebingen spoke on ‘Tectonic 
and paleoclimate evolution at the NE Tibetan Plateau from 
2.8 to 0.1 Ma deduced from a drill-core in Qaidam Basin’; 
Prof. Volker Mosbrugger on ‘Are there different modes of 
the Asian monsoon?’; CAS Academician Yao Tandong 
from ITPCAS on ‘Ice core recorded climate changes on the 
Tibetan Plateau in the past 2000 years’; and Prof. Dieter 
Scherer on ‘Climatic forcing of recent lake-level rise of Nam 
Co, Tibet’.

Scientists presented their latest results and discussed 
future research directions during oral and poster sessions. 
The conference also provided an opportunity for student 
involvement and increased international collaboration. 
Sessions were centred on the themes of environmental 
interactions, feedback, modelling, and data validation. This 
is the second year that TPE has sponsored sessions at AGU. 
The record conference attendance (exceeding 20,000) helps 
in raising global awareness of TPE and will advance the 
programme goals in the coming year.

Summary Meeting on CAS External 
Cooperation Programme Held in 
Kunming

A summary workshop on the CAS External Cooperation 
Programme ‘Geo-Surface Processes and Regional 
Adaptation to Climate Change in the Himalayan Region’ was 
held in Kunming on 7 December 2011.

Dr Deng Wei, Director of the Institute of Mountain Hazards 
and Environment, CAS, presided over the workshop. He gave 
an overview of the status of implementation of the project, 
summarized the achievements obtained, put forward the 
objectives of the next phase, and gave suggestions for further 
promoting the collaboration with ICIMOD in this area.

Dr Ouyang Hua, Programme Manager of Integrated 
Water and Hazard Management, ICIMOD, appreciated 
the achievement of the project and commented that the 
successful implementation of the project had set a typical 
example in multilateral transboundary cooperation. Dr David 
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Molden, Director General of ICIMOD, strongly praised 
the project and said that ICIMOD is willing to increase 
the budget for this research field, to put forward project 
proposals with Chinese partners, and to strive for multiple 
resources to further the development of the collaboration.

Participants discussed some issues concerning the work and 
new research proposals based on this project. As a result of 
the meeting, the international cooperation team has been 
consolidated and enlarged, and a solid foundation has 
been laid for deepening international scientific research 
cooperation.

Cooperation

MoU Signing Ceremony between 
ICIMOD and IMHE, CAS

The Institute of Mountain Hazards and Environment (IMHE), 
Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) and ICIMOD signed an 
agreement in Chengdu on 11 February 2012 which initiates 
a new phase of collaboration. 

The purpose of the MoU is to establish a working 
relationship of mutual collaboration between ICIMOD and 
IMHE that will enable long-term scientific cooperation to 
carry out joint research to solve fundamental and applied 
scientific problems in the Himalayan region requiring joint 
participation of experts from both organizations.

Under the agreement, IMHE and ICIMOD will develop 
deeper cooperation in fields such as academic exchange, 
data and information sharing, and personnel exchange.

The agreement was signed by Dr Deng Wei, Director of 
IMHE, and Dr David Molden, Director General of ICIMOD. 
Dr Ouyang Hua, Programme Manager of Integrated 
Water and Hazard Management, ICIMOD, Dr Wu Ning, 
Programme Manager of Environmental Change and 
Ecosystem Services, ICIMOD, and Dr Wei Fangqiang, Deputy 
Director of IMHE, were present at the meeting.

ICIMOD Delegation Visits CAS and 
NSFC

Dr David Molden, Director General of ICIMOD, headed a 
delegation to visit the CAS and the National Natural Science 
Foundation of China (NSFC) from 10 to 15 February 2012.

Academician Ding Zhongli, Vice Director of CAS, had an 
interview with the ICIMOD delegation during their visit to 
CAS. Ding expressed a warm welcome to the ICIMOD 
delegation and gave an introduction on the basic status 
of CAS. After hearing about ICIMOD’s future plans for 
2013 to 2017, Ding noted that CAS and ICIMOD had 
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already established a long-term cooperative relationship. 
The cooperation programme between CAS and ICIMOD 
has resulted in academic and personnel exchange, among 
others. Ding hoped that in the future ICIMOD would focus 
on long-term comprehensive research and strengthen 
basic research. Ding also said that CAS will continue to be 
involved in and support ICIMOD’s programme in a variety 
of ways. Representatives from the Bureau of International 
Cooperation, CAS, and the Bureau of Science and 
Technology for Resource and Environment, CAS, attended 
the meeting. 

During their visit to Beijing, the ICIMOD delegation visited 
the Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research, CAS, and the 
Institute of Geographic Sciences and Natural Resources 
Research, CAS. Academicians Sun Honglie, Liu Changming, 
Zheng Du, and Yao Tandong were present at the meeting 
and put forward constructive suggestions on ICIMOD’s 
future plans.

The ICIMOD delegation also visited NSFC. Mr Chang 
Qing, Director of the Bureau of International Cooperation, 
NSFC, and Mr Chai Yucheng from the Earth Science Division 
met with the delegation. Representatives from NSFC gave 
an introduction on the status of NSFC and put forward 
suggestions on plans for future cooperation with ICIMOD. 

Representatives from the Chinese Committee on ICIMOD 
assisted throughout the visits in China.

First TPE Training Course Held in 
Nepal

The first TPE training course was held from 31 October 
to 14 November 2011 in Nepal in conjunction with the 
second  summer school organized by the German Research 
Foundation (DFG) Priority Programme 1372, Tibetan 
Plateau: Formation – Climate – Ecosystems (TiP). A total of 
35 young scientists were selected to participate: 10 from 
Nepal, India, and Pakistan; 13 from Germany; and 12 from 

China. The training provided an opportunity for the young 
scientists to advance their current research on the Third Pole 
region by increasing their knowledge of scientific writing, 
statistical methods, and topics such as glaciology, isotope 
hydrology, slope stability and landslides, and atmospheric 
circulation. In addition, lectures on geology, geomorphology, 
biology, and glaciology were given during a field trip to the 
Kali Gandaki valley, and participants presented their own 
research during evening seminars.

The TPE training course and TiP summer school were a huge 
success and an indicator of TPE’s ability to provide effective, 
high quality training for young scientists. Participants were 
able to share knowledge and experience among themselves 
and learn from top scientists in the field. The opportunity also 
opened the door for new friendships and future cooperation 
among Third Pole scientists. 

The training course is part of TPE’s effort to build regional 
scientific capacity, to jointly enhance regional understanding 
of the Third Pole environment, and to formulate timely 
approaches for adaptation to global change. This successful 
first TPE training course will be followed by more such 
courses in the future for young scholars in the region.

2011 International Training Course on 
Desertification Research and Control 
Held in Lanzhou 

The 2011 International Training Course on Desertification 
Research and Control commenced in Lanzhou city on 
11 September 2011. A total of 26 foreign students from 
Cameroon, Ghana, Iran, Oman, Pakistan, and 7 other 
developing countries, and 6 foreign students from Tunisia, 
Japan, and China on a joint programme with the United 
Nations University, took part in the training course to learn 
about the experience and technology of desertification 
treatment in China. Dr Wang Tao, Director of the Cold and 
Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering Research Institute, 



5

CNICIMOD Newsletter: Vol  6, No. 1

CAS, Chief Scientist of the ‘973 National Project’, and Director 
of the International Desert Research Association (IDRA), hosted 
the opening ceremony and gave the first lecture.

In his introduction, Dr Wang Tao explained that the global 
area of desertification is increasing at a rate of 50,000–
70,000 sq.km per year, threatening nearly one-third of 
global land, and the livelihoods of more than one billion 
people in more than 110 countries. China is one of the 
countries with the most serious desertification problems; the 
desertification area occupies 27.4% of the total land area of 
the country. 

Dr Wang Tao explained that desertification is a kind of land 
degradation in arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas 
induced by abnormal climate and human activities. At present, 
human activity is the main reason for most desertification. 
Africa is also an area of very serious desertification resulting 
from rapid population growth and excessive reclamation and 
grazing of land. According to the statistics, about two-thirds 
of the total land area in Africa is covered by desert and arid 
land. Furthermore, half of the total area of desertification in 
the world is in Africa. In the past 30 years, the forest area in 
Africa has decreased by 50%, more than 700 million hectares 
of grassland have been lost, the area of arable land has been 
halved, and hundreds of millions of people are dogged by 

desertification, which seriously threatens their food security. 
There is also a serious desertification problem in Asia; more 
than half of the arid area has been affected by desertification, 
with the most serious impact in Central Asia. About a quarter 
of the total land area in Latin America and the Caribbean is 
affected by desertification.

Desertification is a great threat to the development of 
global agriculture. It leads to the reduction of land capacity 
as well as the area available for agricultural and pastoral 
production.

Many countries have suffered famine in consecutive years 
as a result of soil erosion and barren land induced by 
desertification; an area of 38 million square kilometres is 
now affected by desertification. If desertification continues 
and can’t be effectively counteracted, the area of arable 
land by the end of this century will be reduced to one-third 
of the present amount. The major reasons for desertification 
In China are related to human activities; they include 
excessive agricultural reclamation, overgrazing, excessive 
deforestation, and construction for industry and transport. 
Desertification in some places in northern China has been 
brought under control through the national shelter forest 
projects and ecological construction projects such as 
‘Converting Cultivated Land into Forest/Grass’ and ‘Three 
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North Shelter Forest‘. A complete reversal of desertification 
can be seen in some regions.

Dr Wang Tao expressed the view that the relationship 
between the natural resources of the environment and 
human activities should be harmonized. The strategy 
for ecological, social, and economic systems and the 
‘Conservation Priority, Emphasis Management, Optimal 
Use and Coordinated Growth’ guidelines need to be 
strengthened to protect desert resources and prevent and 
control desertification, as well as providing a safeguard for 
regional sustainable development. It is time to implement a 
policy of overall mobilization and whole society commitment 
to improve the ecological environment. At the same time, is 
important to protect and make better use of land, conserve 
soil, grow grass, and develop windbreak forest. Integrated 
development and management of forests, animal husbandry, 
and water conservation should also be practised, to achieve 
the aim of returning the sand to land, and to give full play to 
the effect of group planting.

Through the one-month training course, students learned 
about integrated technologies for desertification prevention 
and control, technologies to reduce sand hazards for roads 
and railways, and sand industry development, among others. 
The course included fieldwork visits to Shapotou of Ningxia 
city, and Yinchuan city. A desertification seminar was also 
held to enable exchange of views on the current situation 
and the remedies for desertification in developing countries.

The training course was hosted by CAS, and jointly 
implemented by the Cold and Arid Region Environmental 
and Engineering Research Institute, CAS; the Institute of 
Soil and Water Conservation, CAS; the Ministry of Water 
Resources (MWR); and the International Desert Research 
Association (IDRA). So far, CAS has shared experience and 
technologies in desertification with more than 50 countries.

Academic Activities

International Conference on 
Integrated Research on Disaster Risk 
Held in Beijing 

The International Conference on Integrated Research on 
Disaster Risk was held in Beijing on 31 October 2011. It 
was hosted by the Integrated Research on Disaster Risk 
(IRDR) International Programme Office in partnership with 
the China Association for Science and Technology, and 
organized by the Center of Earth Observation and Digital 
Earth, CAS. More than 400 researchers and specialists from 
approximately 40 countries and regions participated in the 
conference, which had the title ‘Disaster Risk: Integrating 
Science and Practice’, and discussed and exchanged views 
on how to deal with the challenges of natural and human-
induced environmental hazards.

Han Qide, President of the China Association for Science 
and Technology; Li Yuanzhe, President of the International 
Council for Science (ICSU); Gordon McBean, President-
elect of ICSU; Heide Hackmann, Executive Director of 
the International Social Science Council (ISSC); and Guo 
Huadong, President of the Committee on Data for Science 
and Technology (CODATA), attended the opening ceremony, 
which was chaired by Gordon McBean.

Han Qide pointed out in his presentation that this is a new 
phase for research on disaster and risk. In-depth, cross-
disciplinary, and interdisciplinary research is needed, as 
well as collaboration among specialists and researchers in 
the social sciences, natural sciences, disaster management, 
and law. He said that the Chinese government attaches 
great importance to disaster prevention and mitigation, 
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and the Chinese scientific community is always committed 
to international cooperation and exchange in the field 
of disaster risk research. He pinned great hopes on the 
conference and on an integrated scientific plan for research 
on disaster risk, and he hoped that the scientific research 
community could continue to implement disaster risk 
research and make even greater contributions to build 
human capacity for dealing with disaster risk through further 
international cooperation.

Margareta Wahlstrom, Special Representative for Disaster 
Reduction of the Secretary General of the United Nations, 
spoke via a video link. She said that the record of losses 
caused by disasters is as important as research on climate 
change; it is essential to continue international cooperation 
and the ongoing implementation of the Hyogo Framework 
for Action in view of the many flood and earthquake disasters 
in recent years. The United Nations is willing to review the 
framework for disaster risk research to further the research in 
every country. 

Li Yuanzhe said that while facing natural disasters that lead 
to great human losses, we should both strengthen scientific 
development and make better use of the existing technology. 
He considered that the IRDR was an excellent proposal to 
further disaster risk research using existing technology, and 
he hoped that the achievements of scientific development 
would be transformed into practical tools for government 
decision-making.

Heide Hackmann stated that it is immensely important to 
transform scientific knowledge into government policies 
on the basis of fact. She felt proud that ISSC was one of 
sponsors of the conference; ISSC aims to promote the 
application of social science knowledge in the field of 
government decision making, and there is a broad area for 
multilateral cooperation between ISSC and IRDR. 

This was the first time since its foundation that IRDR had 
launched an integrated international conference. More 
than ten world-renowned scholars gave reports across a 
multidisciplinary range from the natural sciences and social 
sciences at the three-day conference. Exchanges about 
the development of the theory and technology of disaster 
risk are expected to strengthen the implementation of 
integrated research on disaster risk under global change and 
cooperation exchange mechanisms for relevant international 
organizations. The conference was a good international 
communications platform for the specialists and decision 
makers from every country in the field of disaster reduction 
research and implementation.

IRDR is an integrated research plan for ten years sponsored 
by ICSU, in partnership with the United Nations International 
Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UN-ISDR) and ISSC. The 

plan was initiated at the 29th Conference of the International 
Council for Science in 2008 to unite specialists in the 
natural sciences, social economics, and engineering 
technology from countries all over the world. The aim is 
to build capacity for disaster reduction, surveys, and case 
studies from regional to global scale and to promote 
research on disaster risk assessment, data management, 
and decision-making mechanisms in disaster risk, in order 
to deal with the challenges of natural and human-induced 
environmental hazards. In 2009, ICSU formally announced 
that China would take on this international plan, and that the 
International Programme Office (IPO) would be established 
at the Center for Earth Observation and Digital Earth, CAS. 
This is the first time that a large-scale systematic scientific 
plan from ICSU has been undertaken in Asia.

2011 Annual Conference of the China 
Society on Tibetan Plateau Held in 
Hainan

The 2011 Annual Conference of the China Society on Tibetan 
Plateau (CSTP) was held in Sanya, Hainan Province, from 
29 to 30 November 2011, on the theme ‘Multi-spherical 
Interactions on the Tibetan Plateau and Their Effects on 
Natural Resources and Environment’. The conference 
attracted more than 150 participants from different institutions, 
universities, and organizations across China. 

CAS members Professors Li Jijun and Zheng Du delivered 
speeches at the opening ceremony highlighting the 
importance of timely reviews and academic exchange in 
view of the rapid development of China’s Tibetan Plateau 
research. They also emphasized the significance of multi-
disciplinary research and the cultivation of young talent. 
CAS member Prof. Sun Honglie announced the decision to 
award 10 researchers with ‘The Eighth Youth Scientific and 
Technological Award of CSTP’. Prof. Yao Tandong, now 
chairman of the CSTP, presided over the opening ceremony, 
which included an invited talk by Prof. Qin Dahe on the 
progress of the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) reports. 

Presentations were made on various aspects of Tibetan 
Plateau research during the plenary session. Speakers 
reviewed the achievement by the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA)/Tibet programme, shared 
the latest understanding on plateau tectonics and the 
implications for natural resources, and provided updates on 
a recent study of climate change and ecological responses. 

The plenary session was followed by group discussions on 
such topics as tectonic structures of the plateau, geological 
hazards, land-air interaction, atmospheric environment, 
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modern glacial lake processes, paleoclimate reconstruction, 
ecological responses to climate change and related 
control experiments, adaptation to climate change, and 
anthropogenic impacts. 

The conference resulted in a deepened understanding of 
Tibetan Plateau tectonics and uplift, and an update on the 
spatial and temporal features of land surface processes and 
environmental changes. It also touched upon ecosystem 
changes and their impacts on the environment, and 
anthropogenic activities. Multi-disciplinary approaches were 
widely approved and will be promoted in future Tibetan 
Plateau research in China.

Workshop on the Environment and 
Development of Mountain Regions 
under Climate Change Held in 
Kunming

A workshop on ‘Environment and Development of Mountain 
Regions under Climate Change’ was held in Kunming from  
7 to 10 December 2012.

More than 60 participants from the Institute of Mountain 
Hazards and Environment (IMHE), CAS, Asian International 
Rivers Center, Yunnan University, ICIMOD, the Geographical 
Society of China, and related CAS institutes attended the 
meeting.

Prof. Deng Wei, Director of IMHE, and Prof. He Daming, 
Director of the Asian International Rivers Center, jointly 
chaired the meeting.

In his opening speech, Prof. Deng Wei expressed his thanks 
to all participants and his wish to promote both international 
and domestic cooperation by establishing a communication 
platform and sharing achievements. Prof. Zhang Guoyou, 
Secretary-General of the Geographical Society of China, 
expressed his wish to enhance communication, accelerate 
research on sustainable mountain development under 
climate change, and increase the guiding role of technology 
in mountain development research. 

The workshop focused on the topic of mountain environment 
and sustainable development under climate change. 
Participants presented reports on various topics from different 
perspectives. These were followed by a lively discussion and 
exchange of ideas.

The meeting was organized by the Mountain Branch of the 
China Society of Natural Resources, the Asian International 
Rivers Center, Yunnan University, the Chinese Committee on 
ICIMOD, and the Geographical Society of China, and co-
organized by the Geographical Society of Yunnan.

Meetings

42nd Meeting of the ICIMOD Board 
of Governors Held in Bhutan

The 42nd Meeting of the ICIMOD Board of Governors was 
held in Bhutan on 24–25 November 2011.

At ICIMOD’s invitation, Dr Yao Tandong, Vice President of 
the Chinese Committee on ICIMOD (CNICIMOD) and CAS 
academician, Dr Wei Fangqiang, Vice Secretary General of 
CNICIMOD, and Dr Dong Qi of the Bureau of International 
Co-operation, CAS, took part in the meeting.

The meeting discussed the progress and work of ICIMOD in 
2011 and the plan for 2012; each member country reported 
on the status of cooperation with ICIMOD, and suggestions 
were put forward. The 22nd Meeting of the ICIMOD Support 
Group (ISG) and 18th Meeting of the Programme Advisory 
Committee (PAC) were also held, and the financial status in 
2011 (revenue and expenditure) and financial budget 2012 
were discussed.

Dr Wei Fangqiang presented the China Country Report for 
2011 at the meeting and reviewed the work progress and 
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achievements of ICIMOD in China in integrated water and 
hazard management, environmental change and ecosystem 
services, sustainable livelihoods and poverty reduction, and 
knowledge management.

CNICIMOD Consultation Meeting 
Held in Chengdu

A Consultation Meeting of CNICIMOD was held in 
Chengdu on 11 February 2012. CNICIMOD is the national 
committee representing ICIMOD’s collaborative partners 
in China. Together with other partners, CNICIMOD brings 

together Chinese technological professionals, government 
organizations, and NGOs to promote scientific and 
technological exchange and collaboration between China 
and its adjacent countries in the Hindu Kush Himalayan 
region, and to increase contributions to environmental 
conservation and sustainable development in the region 
using the platform of ICIMOD regional collaboration. 
CNICIMOD’s mission is to build prosperous and secure 
mountain communities committed to peace, equity, and 
environmental sustainability.

Dr David Molden, Director General of ICIMOD, Dr Ouyang 
Hua, Programme Manager of Integrated Water and Hazard 
Management, ICIMOD, Dr Wu Ning, Programme Manager 
of Environmental Change and Ecosystem Services, ICIMOD, 
Dr Deng Wei, Secretary-General of CNICIMOD, and Dr Wei 
Fangqiang, Deputy Secretary-General of CNICIMOD, were 
present at the meeting.

Prof. Hu Pinghua, Head of the CNICIMOD Office, spoke on 
CNICIMOD’s working prospects for 2012. CNICIMOD will 
focus on aspects such as research projects, capacity building, 
and academic exchange based on the developments of the 
last five years.

Participants held a lively discussion on the future plans of 
CNICIMOD and made constructive suggestions. Dr Molden 
fully acknowledged the work done by CNICIMOD, especially 
the coordination work in the implementation of research 
activities in the Himalayan region and the development 
of cooperation with ICIMOD. Dr Molden said that the 
organizational form and experience of CNICIMOD is worth 
spreading to other member countries. He concluded with 
suggestions on information sharing and the implementation 
of new projects, and said that he hoped to build a closer 
relationship of cooperation with CNICIMOD.

ICIMOD Consultation Meeting Held in 
IMHE, CAS

An ICIMOD Consultation Meeting was held at the Institute of 
Mountain Hazards and Environment (IMHE), CAS on  
11 February 2012. 

In his opening speech, Dr Deng Wei, Director of IMHE, 
extended his sincere greetings to the participants from 
ICIMOD, and especially to the new Director General, 
Dr David Molden. He noted  his willingness to deepen 
cooperation with ICIMOD in the future.

Dr Wei Fangqiang, Vice Director of IMHE, gave a 
presentation on the status of IMHE, focusing on the aspects 
of history, main research fields, and IMHE’s Twelfth Five-Year 
Plan. 
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Dr David Molden gave a presentation on the new challenges 
and opportunities facing ICIMOD and the development 
strategy and work plan for ICIMOD for the coming five 
years.

A lively discussion took place on the three topics of water 
and hazards, ecosystem services, and livelihood options. 
Participants put forward suggestions and comments on 
the most important priority areas, the major actions to 
be undertaken for each priority area, and the best way to 
promote the initiatives of regional programmes.

Dr Wu Ning, Programme Manager of Environmental Change 
and Ecosystem Services, expressed his gratitude and thanks 
to all participants on behalf of ICIMOD. Dr David Molden 
expressed his appreciation for the constructive suggestions 
made by participants. In addition, he said that ICIMOD is 
eager to continue the cooperation and to develop a closer 
relationship with Chinese partners. 

About 30 participants from ICIMOD, IMHE, the Chengdu 
Institute of Biology, CAS, the Sichuan Academy of Grassland 
Science, the Institute of South Asia Studies, Sichuan 
University, the University of Lanzhou CNICIMOD attended 
the meeting. The meeting was hosted by CNICIMOD and 
presided over by Dr Ouyang Hua, Programme Manager of 
Integrated Water and Hazard Management, ICIMOD.

2011 International Mountain Day 
Celebration Held in Chengdu

The ninth International Mountain Day was celebrated on 11 
December 2011. The theme in 2011 was ‘Mountains and 
forests, the roots to our future’. 

Mountain forests are some of the most spectacularly 
beautiful landscapes on Earth. They are special places unlike 
any other ecosystem in the world. Mountain forests cover 
an area of more than 9 million square kilometres – 28% of 
the world’s closed forest area. These forests protect local 
communities against natural disasters and safeguard natural 
resources and environmental services. Billions of people rely 
on the forests for their well being and livelihoods.

However, mountain forests are under threat as a result 
of many global challenges such as rising temperatures, 
population growth, water scarcity, loss of biodiversity, and 
desertification. In reality, they are vanishing.

According to a recent report produced jointly by the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 

(SDC), mountain forests have a great influence on the 
quantity and quality of water supplies. The report warns 
that the loss of mountain forests, sparked by increasing 
temperatures and population growth, would have serious 
socioeconomic and environmental consequences. It calls 
on governments to increase their efforts to protect mountain 
forests and incorporate them into their climate change 
policies. The report emphasizes that mountain people play a 
key part in preserving this ecosystem and should therefore be 
empowered by governments so that they can have a say in 
the management of the local forest resources and share the 
benefits from forest use and conservation.

CNICIMOD maintains close contact with FAO and ICIMOD 
and publicizes and celebrates every International Mountain 
Day. CNICIMOD and the Mountain Resource Research 
branch of the China Society of Natural Resources held a 
joint display on 11 December 2011 with the aim of raising 
awareness of the relevance of mountain forests and the 
role they play within a green economy as well as in climate 
change adaptation measures. Exhibition boards were 
set up and publications prepared reflecting the research 
work conducted by the Institute of Mountain Hazards and 
Environment, CAS, and ICIMOD on mountain hazard 
management, climate change, and mountain development.

Focus

Chinese Support to Third Pole 
Research Publicized in Science

An article recently published in Science paints an optimistic 
outlook for the future of glaciology in the Third Pole region. 
In ‘Third Pole Glacier Research Gets a Boost from China’, 
author Christina Larson (Science 334[6060]: 1199) notes 
that the study of glaciers in central Asia suffered from the 
political turbulence of the 1990s, with facilities falling into 
disuse and disrepair. However, support for glacier studies is 
now on the rise in the region. 

The article gives much of the credit for the revival of glacier 
research in the region to the Beijing-based Institute of 
Tibetan Plateau Research, CAS (ITPCAS), which is helping to 
fund new state-of-the-art research stations in collaboration 
with counterparts in neighbouring countries including 
Kyrgystan, Nepal, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. ITPCAS is also 
constructing high-elevation glacier research stations in Tibet. 
Quoting Director Yao Tandong, the article describes the 
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institute’s aim to “record the full picture of environmental 
change around the glaciers”. It notes that Yao’s dream to 
build a research network, born in 1989 when he helped 
establish a glacier station near the icy headwaters of the 
Yangtze River, is now materializing. In 2009, a glacier station 
cofounded by CAS and the Tajikistan Institute of Geology 
was erected in Tajikistan, and a similar station will soon be 
built in Pakistan. Included in ITPCAS’s plan is a network of 
17 new high-altitude stations, all located above 5,000 m 
and equipped with instruments to measure air and surface 
temperature, wind direction and speed, and humidity. 

The article draws attention to the fact that the region not only 
has the largest extent of ice outside the Arctic and Antarctic 
(over 1,000 sq.km of glaciers), but is also among the world’s 
most rapidly warming areas. With its glacial melt feeding 
several major Asian rivers, including the Indus, Brahmaputra, 
and Yangtze, it is imperative to accurately track changes in 
the region. Glacier monitoring is critical to understanding 
the impact of climate change, but glacier studies in the 
region are extremely challenging. Because remote sensing 
and climate modelling give only a limited portrait of glacier 
activity, data must be collected on site by researchers who 
are forced to battle extreme conditions, bitter temperatures, 
and whipping winds. 

The article describes the efforts of China’s glacier scientists 
to get a better understanding of climate variability at high 
altitudes. For example, based on satellite data for the Tibetan 
Plateau spanning six years and Chinese Meteorological 
Administration readings for the same period, meteorologist 
Qin Jun found that the rate of warming at stations at 3,000 
to 5,000 m a.s.l. was double the rate measured at stations 
at 1,000 to 3,000 m a.s.l. (which was about 1°C per 
decade). However, above 5,000 m a.s.l. the rate of warming 
appeared to remain constant or even to diminish – and Qin 
is now seeking to determine the reasons for the discrepancy. 
More monitoring stations will lead to a better understanding 
of climate variability at high altitudes. 

The article also points out that recent findings from a 
7,000 m high station on Mount Xixiabangma, near Mount 
Everest, showed lower-than-expected summer wind speed, a 
finding that correlates with rapid ice melt. 

The article concludes with confidence that despite the 
challenges faced by glaciologists working in central Asia 
and the Tibetan Plateau, the new efforts will make it easier 
to collect the ground data needed to understand the present 
situation and make more accurate projections for the future.

For the full article, see: www.sciencemag.org

Research on Effect of Thawing 
Permafrost in the Tibetan Plateau 
Published in Nature

Despite melting glaciers and increased precipitation, the 
Yangtze River has seen a 15% drop in flow from its source on 
the Tibetan Plateau in the past four decades. Changes in the 
headwaters of the Yangtze are an exception in comparison 
with many other river systems in the region. For instance, 
a 26% increase in glacial melt has led to a 13% increase 
in the runoff into the Tarim River headwaters since 1961. 
Some explanations for this contradiction may be found in 
the results of a five-year research project recently publicized 
in Nature (Jane Qiu, ‘Thawing Permafrost Reduces River 
Runoff’, Nature doi:10.1038/nature.2012.9749). The 
project documented changes in glaciers, snow, and 
permafrost in order to assess their impact on water resources 
in western China.

The findings of a CAS research team, which included Wang 
Genxu, an ecologist at the Institute of Mountain Hazards 
and Environment, and his collaborators at the Cold and 
Arid Regions Environment and Engineering Research Institute 
(CAREERI), found that along with the drop in runoff into 
the Yangtze, the permafrost across the Tibetan Plateau has 
decreased by 10% in the past decade, and the area of alpine 
wetland and high-vegetation-cover alpine meadow has 
decreased by 37% and 16% respectively. The Nature article 
notes that better grasp on the complex role of permafrost 
hydrology could be the key to understanding the decreased 
flow into the Yangtze.

A part of the team’s research, carried out at a research 
station near Fenghuoshan Mountain in the northeastern 
part of the Tibetan Plateau, focused on how air and soil 
temperatures, the depth to which permafrost thawed, and 
the levels of vegetation cover affected the runoff from 
permafrost into the Zuomaokong River, a Yangtze tributary. 
The researchers found that the depth of the ‘active’ ground 
layer – the part that freezes and thaws every year – is a 
determining factor in water passage. A thawing layer less 
than 60 cm deep was correlated with increased runoff, but 
as the thaw went deeper, runoff decreased. 

Although the reasons are not yet known, the researchers 
suspect that as the active layer thickens, it may act like a 
sponge, soaking up water and reducing surface discharge. 
Alternatively, a deeper active layer may allow more water to 
leak deep into the ground. 
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Both air temperature and vegetation cover determine 
the thickness of the active layer. When permafrost alpine 
meadows are degraded, they absorb nearly twice as much 
heat, which Wang says causes the active layer to deepen by 
making it easier to thaw and more difficult to freeze. 

The research also revealed the significance of conserving 
alpine wetlands, with evidence that runoff from even 
moderately degraded wetlands was 40% lower than from 
wetlands in good condition.

The work highlights the largely neglected role of permafrost 
in water resources. The article cites Shenmin Ge, a 
hydrogeologist at the University of Colorado in the United 
States, who believes that permafrost could contribute as 
much to water resources as glaciers, especially in places that 
have a lot of permafrost such as the Tibetan Plateau. 

This remains a complicated topic, with responses to a 
warming climate varying widely from region to region. For 

instance, permafrost degradation on the Tibetan Plateau has 
caused the land to become more prone to desertification, 
whereas in central Alaska, degradation of Arctic permafrost 
has resulted in an expansion of wetlands. But this research 
project has provided insight into the complexity of permafrost 
hydrology and the importance of permafrost as a headwater 
source. 

Although Genxu Wang stresses that it is still early for 
research into this extremely complex issue, a better 
understanding of permafrost and various runoff processes is 
needed to develop permafrost hydrological models to predict 
changes in water resources. Such models play a key role 
in making accurate projections used to inform policies and 
mitigation measures.

For the full article, see: www.nature.com/news/thawing-
permafrost-reduces-river-runoff-1.9749


