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Foreword

The imbalance between population and resource availability is a major problem faced by most of the
developing countries, especially in those countries where the bulk of the population depends upon
agriculture. The problem is more acute in the fragile resource zones where the natural resource base offers
very limited intensification possibilities and population pressure grows unabated. The pressure created by
the human population is further accentuated by the growing numbers of livestock that compete for land and
which contributes to the overexploitation of land resources.

The increasing gap between the demand and supply of land resources and their products is the final
consequence of the emerging situation. Remediation of the above crisis calls for a closer examination and
understanding of the overall dynamics of resource use in the concerned areas.

This constitutes the background to the long-term work programme of the Mountain Farming Systems’
Division at ICIMOD. The programme is directed towards identification, assessment, and adoption of
sustainability options for mountain agriculture. Accordingly, through the synthesis of both past studies and
fresh field studies, the factors and processes contributing to sustainability and unsustainability are analysed
to facilitate identification and application of sustainability-promoting options.

Prepared as part of Mountain Farming Systems’ work, the present paper focusses on the dynamics of
highland agriculture in Lhasa district of Tibet (China). As per the broad typologies focussed on by ICIMOD
studies, Lhasa district represents an area characterised by high mountain agro-pastoral farming systems. The
purpose of the paper is to review past experiences, to identify the basic changes, and to raise questions
concerning the future development of the region in order to sensitise policy-makers, planners, researchers,
and technicians to further considerations of sustainable agricultural development in mountain areas.

This review attempts to answer a number of questions by analysing data collected during the period from
1958 to 1984. The questions are: what have been the changes in the agricultural sector? what have been the
changes in the population structure? what factors contributed to these changes? what are the interactions
between agriculture and population? what are the constraints to development? and what lessons can be
learned from past experiences?

The paper addresses the above questions using time series secondary data as well as information from the
author’s own studies in the area. The dynamics of the highland agro-pastoral system are studied with a focus
on changes over time and interactions among the human population, livestock, and the fragile resource base.
The paper alerts policy-makers to the emerging unsustainability of current resource use systems and
production patterns in Lhasa district. It may be added that Lhasa is one of several similar agro-ecosystems
in the Hindu-Kush Himalayas where the immediate attention of decision-makers is needed in order to
reverse the emerging trends of unsustainability.

E.F. Tacke
Dir@ctor General
ICIMOD
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