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The Missouri Botanical Garden and the Nature Conservancy  
studied conifers on the flanks of sacred Mt. Khawa Karpo.  



They helped form a National Park to conserve biocultural diversity –  
both nature and culture with traditional interactions. 



Himalayan conifers 
have extraordinary 
biodiversity over an 
extended elevational 
range. 
 
Different conifers are 
found at different 
elevations. 



At mid-elevations (2,500 meters or 8,000 feet)  
pines are common, sometimes forming a pine savanna.  

This is Yunnan pine (Pinus yunnanensis). 



In mid-montane areas (3,000 meters or 10,000 feet),  
mixed conifer-deciduous forests dominate, including  

Himalayan hemlock (Tsuga dumosa). 



Above mixed forests are humid subalpine forests  
(3,500 meters or 12,000 feet).  



Further increasing 
elevation gives way to 

old growth giants, 
like this spruce 

 (Picea sp.).  



Beyond the old growth forest are deciduous Himalayan larches (Larix sp.),  
here showing fall color (4,000 meters or 13,000 feet). 



At the transition between forest and scrub vegetation, this Oriental 
arborvitae woodland (Platycladus orientalis) grows in drier habitats. 



An isolated larch (Larix sp.) grows among rhododendron shrubs  
at 4,560 meters or 15,000 feet. They finally disappear at the treeline. 



At these extremely high elevations near the edge of plant life, 
Garden researchers study climate change and its effects on alpine plants. 



One effect of climate change is shown here;  
juniper shrubs encroach into the alpine meadows. 



CULTURE AND CONIFERS 

Conifers are  
very important  

to the Tibetans living 
at high elevations. 

  
This house is built  

of Yunnan pine  
(Pinus yunnanensis)  

near a Yunnan  
pine forest.	



Spruce (Picea sp.) house shingles curing after being cut for roofing. 



Oriental arborvitae (Platycladus orientalis) is frequently burned as incense 
in Tibetan religious practices. Its fragrance is thought to purify. 



Smoke of other coniferous woods and needles burnt on  
a pyre at a Tibetan monastery. 



Yew  
(Taxus wallichiana)  
is used medicinally, 

both traditionally  
by Tibetans  
and in the 

development of 
modern cancer 

medicines in this 
country (Taxol). 



The Missouri Botanical Garden works with 
The Nature Conservancy on Conservation  
in UNESCO World Heritage Site  
“Three Parallel Rivers”, which is home to much   
of the remaining conifer biodiversity of the 
Chinese Himalaya. 



The Himalayas are home to several threatened conifer species,  
including Yunnan Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga forrestii). 



 
Taiwania  

(Taiwania cryptomerioides)  
is one of the largest  
tree species in Asia.  
It produces valuable  

wood but is vulnerable  
to over-harvest. 

 



These forests are home to red pandas and the endemic and endangered 
Yunnan gold monkey, which feeds on lichens that grow on conifers. 



The Garden and The 
Nature Conservancy 

researchers have 
shown that  

Tibetan traditional 
knowledge can help 
preserve diverse and 

ancient forests. 



Tibetan sacred areas are more diverse and preserve old growth 
trees, such as these sacred cypress (Cupressus duclouxiana). 



Dr. Jan Salick,  
Senior Curator at Missouri Botanical Garden 

and  
Robert K. Moseley,  

Director of Conservation  
at The Nature Conservancy  

worked to document and conserve  
the biodiversity and Tibetan  

traditional knowledge of  
Mt. Khawa Karpo, which stands at the 

center of a UN World Heritage Site  
and national park.  

 
Book is available in the Garden Gate Shop. 

 


