The Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project Will Cause Irreparable Damage to a
World Heritage Site and Must Be Stopped Immediately — Starting with
UNESCO?’s Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage

By Wang Weiluo

The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is a completely preserved natural museum, recognized by
scientists as a center for species origin and differentiation. It is a crucial area for climate and
environmental evolution, and a natural gene bank of biodiversity. It is home to more than half of
the Earth’s biological species, making it an ideal sanctuary for the rescue and cultivation of
endangered species. According to UNESCQ’s definition, world cultural heritage includes cultural
sites related to natural landscapes. Undoubtedly, the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is a
priceless world heritage site for humanity, but due to historical and political reasons, it has yet to
be officially listed in UNESCO’s World Heritage catalog.

In 2021, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) included the construction of a hydropower project
at the Great Bend of the Yarlung Tsangpo in its Fourteenth Five-Year Plan, an undertaking three
times the scale of the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River. On December 25, 2024, Xinhua
News Agency announced the CCP had officially approved the project.

If completed, the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project will cause immeasurable damage
to the region’s cultural heritage and ecological environment, with destruction comparable to the
flooding of the Abu Simbel temples or the bombing of the Bamiyan Buddhas.

The history of world heritage conservation has been closely tied to the construction of large-scale
dam projects. In 1960, when Egypt began constructing the Aswan High Dam, the resulting
Nasser Reservoir threatened to submerge many historical sites, including the Abu Simbel
temples, which prompted UNESCO to launch the Nubian Campaign to safeguard these ancient
treasures, marking the beginning of international efforts to protect historical sites. This campaign
later led to the adoption of the 1972 Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural
and Natural Heritage and the establishment of the World Heritage List.



The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is a precious world heritage of humanity. Image source: Internet.

On March 12, 2001, the Taliban ruthlessly destroyed the two giant Buddha statues of Bamiyan in
Afghanistan. This act was widely condemned by people and governments around the world. At
that time, the Bamiyan Buddhas had not yet been included on the UNESCO World Heritage List.
In 2003, UNESCO adopted the Draft Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of
Cultural Heritage, which states that any intentional destruction of cultural heritage significant to
humanity, or the deliberate failure of a state to take appropriate measures to prohibit, prevent,
stop, and punish such destruction, must be held accountable under international law, regardless
of whether the heritage site is listed under UNESCO or the protection frameworks of other
international organizations. This follows the preamble of the Hague Convention 1954, which
emphasizes that “Being convinced that damage to cultural property belonging to any people
whatsoever means damage to the cultural heritage of all mankind, since each people makes its
contribution to the culture of the world.”

As a follow-up measure, UNESCO issued the World Heritage “No-Go” Commitment: Global
Standards for Corporate Sustainability, highlighting that, for decades, threats to world heritage
sites have been increasing, particularly due to harmful industrial and infrastructure projects,
extractive activities such as mining and oil and gas exploration, and large-scale hydropower
projects. In response, the International Hydropower Association (IHA) has called on hydropower
companies worldwide, as well as IHA members, to adopt the World Heritage No-Go
Commitment. Notably, China Three Gorges Corporation, as one of the planners and builders of
the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project, is a signatory to these guidelines, yet it is now
blatantly violating them.



To protect the invaluable cultural and natural heritage of the Great Bend of the Yarlung Tsangpo,
the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project must be halted immediately!

1. The Discovery of the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon: One of the Last Great
Geographical Discoveries of the 20th Century

Nestled at the confluence of three colossal mountain ranges—the Himalayas, the Nyenchen
Tanglha, and the Hengduan Mountains—the Great Bend of the Yarlung Tsangpo River remains
one of the Earth’s last uncharted frontiers. This extraordinary landscape boasts the world's most
majestic snow-capped peaks, the purest blue skies, the most mysterious grand canyon, and the
most striking rock formations.

On April 17, 1994, journalist Zhang Jimin, reporting via Xinhua News Agency, officially
announced to the world that “Chinese scientists had confirmed the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand
Canyon as the world’s deepest canyon.”! In 1997, a panel of distinguished Chinese
academicians, including Liu Dongsheng, Ye Duzheng, Wei Jiangchun, Hong Deyuan, Wang
Wencai, and Qiu Weifan, declared that the confirmation of the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon
as the world’s largest canyon was one of the most significant geographical discoveries of the late
20th century.? One scholar among them compared it to another of China’s great contributions to
world heritage, “If the Terracotta Army is a testament to the artistic and cultural achievements of
ancient Chinese civilization, then the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is the greatest canyon ever
discovered on Earth—a natural wonder of immense scientific significance.”

In front of Beijing's China Millennium Monument, a 262-meter-long bronze corridor chronicles
major events and historical figures in Chinese civilization spanning the past three million years
up to the year 2000. The entry for 1994 states that, “Chinese scientists confirm that the Yarlung
Tsangpo Grand Canyon is the world's largest canyon.”

On October 10, 1998, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China formally named it the
Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon, marking it as the first time in Chinese history that a
geographical unit had been granted such an official designation, underscoring its national
significance. In 1999, the National Bureau of Surveying and Mapping in Beijing published
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precise measurements, confirming that the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon stretches 504.6
kilometers in length and reaches a maximum depth of 6,009 meters—both world records.*

The scientific team responsible for the first comprehensive survey of the canyon praised its
unparalleled natural and scientific value:

“The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is a vast, natural museum. Scientists have admired it as a
global center for species origin and differentiation, a starting zone for climate and environmental
evolution, and a natural gene bank of biodiversity. It contains more than half of the world’s
known species, making it one of China’s most promising regions for biological resource
development and an ideal sanctuary for the conservation and propagation of endangered species.

The geological traces that the canyon exposed provide irrefutable evidence supporting the theory
of continental drift and the uplift of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Nowhere else on Earth can one
find such a spectacular natural combination of towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers,
deeply incised gorges, abundant moisture, dynamic landforms, and rich biodiversity—all
coexisting in a single place. The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is the most breathtaking natural
and cultural treasure on the planet.

Its vibrant, multicolored rock formations originate from the depths of the Earth, preserving a
complete record of the epochal collision between the Indian and Eurasian tectonic plates. This
geological spectacle serves as a stratigraphic pillar of Earth’s evolutionary history and reveals the
full extent of the Tibetan Plateau's lithosphere. There is nowhere else human beings can gaze so

directly into the Earth’s core, where an astonishingly vibrant, multi-hued world awaits.”
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Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is the longest canyon in the world, a masterpiece of nature. Its scenery is
characterized by great height, grandeur, depth, narrowness, serenity, lushness, danger, uniqueness, and beauty. Image
source: Internet.

2. The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon Fully Meets UNESCO’s World Heritage Criteria

According to the definition of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), a site must possess outstanding universal value to be inscribed on
the World Heritage List. The Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World
Heritage Convention set out ten criteria for selection.® Among these, six relate to cultural
heritage, and four relate to natural heritage. A site must meet at least one of these criteria to be
considered for inclusion.

UNESCO?’s Ten Criteria for World Heritage Listing’

To be included on the World Heritage List, sites must be of outstanding universal value and meet
at least one out of ten selection criteria.

Cultural Heritage Criteria

1. to represent a masterpiece of human creative genius;
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2. to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological
ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history;

3. to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civilization
which is living or which has disappeared;

4. to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological
ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history;

5. to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-use
which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the
environment especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact of irreversible
change;

6. to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with
beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance. (The
Committee considers that this criterion should preferably be used in conjunction with
other criteria).

Natural Heritage Criteria

A natural heritage site must meet at least one of the following criteria to qualify for World
Heritage status:

7. to contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty and
aesthetic importance;

8. to be outstanding examples representing significant ongoing ecological and biological
processes in the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and marine
ecosystems and communities of plants and animals;

9. to be outstanding examples representing major stages of earth’s history, including the
record of life, significant ongoing geological processes in the development of landformes,
or significant geomorphic or physiographic features;

10. to contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of
biological diversity, including those containing threatened species of outstanding
universal value from the point of view of science or conservation.

Cultural Landscapes and Other Considerations

A cultural landscape is a “combined work of nature and humankind,” as defined in Article 1 of
the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage. The
selection of cultural landscapes is based on their outstanding universal value, their representation
of a specific geo-cultural region, and their ability to illustrate fundamental cultural attributes of
that region.



For example, Lushan National Park in China is the only site designated as a cultural landscape
among China’s World Heritage Sites.

The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon exceeds these standards. The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand
Canyon fully meets all four criteria for natural heritage and satisfies several cultural

heritage criteria. For instance, it represents a unique artistic and creative masterpiece shaped by
natural forces over millions of years and provides an exceptional testimony to a disappearing or
soon-to-be-lost cultural tradition or civilization.

If Lushan National Park qualifies as a World Heritage Site based on its cultural landscape, then
the cultural landscape of the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon far surpasses it in significance.

By applying the criteria outlined in the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the
World Heritage Convention, it is beyond a doubt that the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is an
invaluable heritage of humankind. However, due to historical and geopolitical reasons, it has not
yet been officially inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List.

One major complicating factor is that the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon stretches 504.6
kilometers in total, with over 200 kilometers lying within territory under India’s de facto
control.® China and India continue to dispute the territorial sovereignty of this region,

and ongoing military tensions in border areas have further complicated matters. As a result, the
Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon has neither been officially nominated as a UNESCO World
Heritage Site nor included in China’s tentative list for future World Heritage submissions.

However, bureaucratic hurdles and geopolitical tensions cannot negate the canyon’s universal
value as a world heritage site. In fact, just because it has not yet been listed, its protection
becomes even more urgent and critical.

The responsibility to preserve the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon extends beyond China. It is a
global imperative. According to the fundamental principles of the 1954 Hague Convention, any
damage to the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon constitutes damage to the cultural heritage of all
humankind.

3. The Chinese Government’s Plan to Build a Hydropower Project Three Times the Size of
the Three Gorges Dam in the Heart of the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon

In 2021, the Chinese government included the construction of a hydropower station at the
Yarlung Tsangpo Bend—three times the size of the Three Gorges Dam—into its 14th Five-Year
Plan. On December 25, 2024, Xinhua News Agency announced that the Chinese government had
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officially approved the project. Two days later, a spokesperson for the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs further stated that the project had undergone decades of in-depth research, and that
adequate safety and environmental protection measures were in place, asserting that it would not
have any adverse effects on downstream areas.

However, claims that the Yarlung Tsangpo hydropower project has adequate safety and
environmental protection measures, and will not negatively impact downstream regions, is
utterly baseless.

To date, the Chinese government has neither disclosed the construction plans and specific
technical data for the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project nor released its feasibility
study report or environmental impact assessment.

Engineering proposals circulating on the Internet suggest two main approaches:

1. Diverting the River Through a Shortcut: This plan includes constructing a dam near Pai
Town in Milin County (or possibly an additional dam further upstream) to intercept the
Yarlung Tsangpo River. This system contains three massive tunnels, each with a diameter
of 13 meters and a length of 34 kilometers, that would cut through the Himalayas,
diverting the river away from the natural bend and utilizing the resulting 2,400-meter
elevation drop to generate electricity. At the downstream end of the tunnels, six cascading
hydropower stations would be built along the Xirang Qu in Motuo County. The installed
power generation capacity would be three times that of the Three Gorges Dam, reaching
between 60 to 70 million kilowatts, with an annual average power output of 300 billion
kilowatt-hours, which again, is three times that of the Three Gorges Dam—making it the
world’s largest hydropower project. The total investment is expected to reach 1 trillion
RMB, four times the cost of the Three Gorges Dam.

2. Constructing a Series of Mega-Dams Along the River: This plan entails building five
mega-dams along the Yarlung Tsangpo River, each with an average height of 400 to 600
meters—breaking existing world records. These dams would be spaced approximately 50
kilometers apart along the river’s 200-kilometer stretch.

If the entire flow of the Yarlung Tsangpo River is diverted through steel pipes and tunnels to
Xirang Qu in Motuo County, the natural river course through the Yarlung Tsangpo Bend will dry
up completely, and its aquatic ecosystem will be annihilated. The Yarlung Tsangpo River carries
a significant amount of sediment, and water containing sediment cascading down from a height
of 2,400 meters will erode even the most resilient steel pipes and tunnels.

As the Tao Te Ching states, “Nothing in the world is softer than water, yet nothing surpasses it in
overcoming the firmest of obstacles.” Water, though soft, is powerful, because it can wear away
stone over time. When laden with sediment, its destructive force is even greater. If sediment is
filtered out before entering the tunnels, a portion of the river flow must be redirected to flush



sediment out of the reservoir, undermining the goal of constructing the world’s largest
hydropower project.

If a cascade of mega-dams is built instead, the entire ecological system of the Yarlung Tsangpo
Grand Canyon will suffer devastating consequences. All of the canyon’s defining
characteristics—its towering cliffs, immense depth, narrow gorges, misty atmosphere, lush
greenery, rugged terrain, and breathtaking beauty—will be lost forever.

RERHBIKEY
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Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project schematic diagram of the lower reaches. Image source: Internet.

According to online reports, several major Chinese state-owned enterprises, including China
Three Gorges Corporation, China Huaneng Group, China Huadian Corporation, PowerChina,
and China Energy Engineering Group, are fiercely competing for the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo
Hydropower Project. Of these, China Three Gorges Corporation and China Huaneng Group were
the first to get involved. Preliminary preparations have already started with some aspects of the
project, having been awarded through bidding processes, now being implemented.

4. The Aswan Dam Project: Submerging Many Historical Sites and UNESCO’s “Nubian
Campaign”

The history of world heritage conservation is closely intertwined with the construction of large-
scale and mega-dam projects. In essence, dam construction has been a major force behind the
destruction of world heritage, prompting rescue operations and eventually leading

to international conventions for heritage protection.

In 1952, Egypt decided to build a new Aswan High Dam,” and by 1958, the Soviet Union
replaced the United States as the project's key supporter. Construction on the Aswan Dam began
in 1960, with Soviet funding and technical assistance.

® Wikipedia: Aswan Dam, https://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-
hans/%E9%98%BF%E6%96%AF%E6%97%BA%E6%B0%B4%E5%9D%9D




The reservoir created by the dam, later named Lake Nasser after the Egyptian president,

would submerge the Upper Nile Valley, drowning numerous Nubian archaeological sites that had
existed for over 3,000 years. Among the losses, the most notable ones would have been the Abu
Simbel Temples, which date back more than 5,000 years.

Carved directly into a mountainside, the Abu Simbel complex features a monumental

facade with four colossal statues of Pharaoh Ramses II, each standing 20 meters tall. The
temple’s grand interior contains statues of the pharaoh and deities, alongside detailed battle
murals depicting military victories. One of its most extraordinary features is a precise
astronomical alignment: on October 22 and February 22 each year, sunlight enters the temple’s
entrance at just the right angle to illuminate the inner sanctuary’s statues.

Originally built on a cliff at a bend in the Nile, the Abu Simbel Temples were destined

to disappear beneath the waters of Lake Nasser once the dam was completed. However, neither
the Egyptian government’s dam project nor Soviet financial assistance included funding for the
rescue of these invaluable cultural relics. In response, Egypt and Sudan appealed to the United
Nations and the international community for financial and technical support to save these ancient
treasures.

5. UNESCO?’s "Nubian Campaign"

In response to the imminent threat posed by the Aswan Dam, UNESCO launched the “Nubian
Campaign”—one of the most ambitious and extensive heritage preservation efforts in human
history. This international rescue initiative, which ran from 1960 to 1980, involved collaboration
from numerous countries and major international corporations.

The Abu Simbel relocation project became the centerpiece of this campaign. Engineers

first separated the colossal statues from the surrounding mountains, then meticulously cut them
into blocks weighing between 5 to 20 tons. Each piece was carefully numbered, transported, and
then reassembled at a new site 65 meters higher than the original location.

The Nubian Campaign also involved the relocation of indigenous Nubian communities and

the reconstruction of their villages. Years later, the author had the opportunity to visit the Aswan
Dam project, the relocated settlements, and the rebuilt Abu Simbel Temples. It was widely said
that the total cost of relocating the historical sites and resettling the affected populations
exceeded the cost of constructing the Aswan Dam itself.

When thinking about this campaign, one thought lingered in the author’s mind:
“President Nasser, who decided to build the Aswan Dam, may have been a great leader. But the
one who decides to dismantle it in the future will be even greater.”

Baidu Encyclopedia: Aswan
Dam, https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E9%98%BF%E6%96%AF%E6%97%BA%E6%B0%B4%ES5%9D%9D/49221
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Egypt’s Aswan Dam, Egyptian Russian Friendship Monument, and Abu Simbel Temples. Image source: Internet.

UNESCO has since recognized the Nubian Campaign as the catalyst for the Convention
Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (the 1972 World Heritage
Convention) and the establishment of the World Heritage List.

6. UNESCO Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage

During the global effort to rescue historical sites from being submerged by Lake Nasser, the
reservoir created by the Aswan High Dam, a crucial initiative took shape. In 1965, during

a White House Conference in Washington, D.C., a proposal was introduced to establish a “World
Heritage Trust,” an initiative aimed at the permanent protection of the world’s most outstanding
natural landscapes and cultural heritage sites. A few years later, the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) also released similar proposals.'?

This movement culminated in UNESCO’s adoption of the Convention Concerning the Protection
of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage on November 16, 1972,!! commonly known as

the World Heritage Convention. This unique international treaty was the first to link cultural
heritage preservation with environmental conservation, recognizing the interconnection between
human civilization and nature and the need to protect their delicate balance. UNESCO
emphasized that heritage is not merely a relic of the past, it is an integral part of contemporary

' Laura Kiniry: The Great Relocation of Egypt's Temples, April 25,
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" UNESCO Declaration concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage, 2003, UNESCO
UNESDOC, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000133874.




life and a treasure for future generations. Both cultural and natural heritage sites are irreplaceable
sources of identity, inspiration, and life itself.

In 1975, after ratification by the first 20 signatory states, the World Heritage

Convention officially came into effect. China joined the convention on November 22, 1985. As
of July 2024, China has 59 UNESCO World Heritage sites, ranking second globally behind Italy,
with 40 cultural sites, 15 natural sites, and 4 mixed cultural-natural sites.!?

The Three Gorges region once had the potential to be designated as a World Heritage Site,

but the construction of the Three Gorges Dam ultimately cost it that opportunity. Similarly, the
“Baiheliang Ancient Hydrological Inscriptions,” China’s oldest known hydrological record, have
seen their chances of UNESCO recognition significantly diminished due to the dam’s impact.

Additionally, the Three Parallel Rivers of Yunnan Protected Areas, already recognized as
a UNESCO Natural World Heritage Site, now faces potential delisting due to the construction
of hydropower projects such as the Tiger Leaping Gorge Dam (renamed Longpan Dam).

While the world was focused on preserving heritage sites, an unspeakable tragedy unfolded
in Afghanistan.

The Buddhas of Bamiyan,'? two massive standing rock-cut Buddhist statues, were masterpieces
of Greco-Buddhist art dating back to the 6th century AD. The western Buddha stood 38 meters
tall, constructed around 570 AD, while the towering eastern Buddha, at 55 meters, was built
around 618 AD. The two statues were located 400 meters apart in the Bamiyan Valley.

Bamiyan, strategically positioned along the Silk Road, was once a thriving Buddhist center and a
vital crossroads for trade and cultural exchange between Europe, Persia, China, and India. The
famous Chinese monk Xuanzang(% #£), who traveled through Bamiyan around 630 AD,
documented his encounters in the Records of the Western Regions (Datang Xiyuji). He

described Bamiyan (once the capital of an ancient kingdom) as home to tens of thousands of
Buddhist monks and numerous monasteries.

On February 26, 2001, Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed Omar issued a religious decree
ordering the destruction of all Buddhist statues in Afghanistan, including the Bamiyan Buddhas.

2 Wikipedia: List of World Heritage Sites in China, https://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-
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At the time, the Bamiyan Buddhas had not yet been officially listed as UNESCO World Heritage
Sites. Nevertheless, UNESCO’s Director-General Koichiro Matsuura urgently convened a
special meeting of representatives from the 54-member Organization of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC) to intervene and prevent their destruction.

The United Nations, the European Union, and numerous countries, including Nepal, Thailand,
Sri Lanka, India, and Russia, publicly condemned the Taliban’s plan. However, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) remained silent, refraining from any condemnation or meaningful
intervention, which also reveals a stance consistent with its own history of religious persecution
and destruction of Buddhist heritage.

Despite the global outcry, the Taliban pressed forward with their plan. Initially, rocket launchers,
tanks, and artillery were used to destroy the statues, but the massive Buddhas withstood the
bombardment. On March 12, 2001, the Taliban resorted to placing explosives directly into the
statues and detonating them, completely obliterating these 1,500-year-old cultural treasures.

In 2003, following the catastrophic destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, UNESCO officially
designated the ruins as a World Cultural Heritage Site—a belated effort akin to “closing the barn
door after the horse has bolted.” That same year, the UNESCO General Conference adopted the
Declaration Concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage,'# (hereafter referred to
as the “Declaration”).

The Declaration explicitly defines cultural heritage to include natural heritage of cultural
significance, aligning with UNESCO’s classification of World Heritage Sites, which
distinguishes between cultural heritage, natural heritage, and mixed natural-cultural heritage. The
determination of cultural heritage is based on its significance to humanity, rather than whether it
has been officially listed by UNESCO or other international organizations. In other words, the
Declaration applies to all cultural and natural heritage sites worldwide, including sites like the
Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon, which, despite not being officially listed, holds undeniable
global significance. This principle serves as a lesson learned from the irreversible loss of the
Bamiyan Buddhas.

The Declaration underscores the broad consensus within the international community on the
importance of cultural heritage protection and reaffirms UNESCO’s commitment to opposing
any form of intentional destruction of cultural heritage. It is only through such commitments
that these irreplaceable treasures can be preserved for future generations.

The Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon is one of the world’s rarest and most extraordinary heritage
sites—one meant to be passed down to future generations. The critical question, however,
is what kind of legacy will be left?

4 [See 13]



Will it be an unspoiled, pristine Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon, preserved in its original
splendor? Or will it be a severely damaged and irreversibly altered landscape, sacrificed for
short-term economic and political ambitions?

The Declaration devotes considerable attention to the responsibilities of governments, stating
that all nations must take necessary measures to prevent, halt, and suppress any deliberate
destruction of cultural heritage, regardless of where that heritage is located. It further asserts
that any country that deliberately destroys cultural heritage or willfully fails to take appropriate
action to prohibit, prevent, halt, or punish such destruction, bears full international legal
responsibility, whether or not the heritage site is officially recognized by UNESCO or other
international organizations.

Finally, the Declaration calls upon all nations to undertake measures to raise public awareness of
its principles, including through grassroots movements and civic engagement campaigns, to
ensure that the preservation of cultural heritage becomes a shared responsibility of humanity.

UNESCO DECLARATION CONCERNING
THE INTENTIONAL DESTRUCTION OF CULTURAL HERIT!
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7. UNESCO Guidance for the World Heritage ‘No-Go’ Commitment: Global Standards for
Corporate Sustainability



“UNESCO Guidance for the World Heritage ‘No-Go’ Commitment: Global Standards for
Corporate Sustainability”!> highlight that World Heritage sites, whether cultural, natural, or
mixed, represent humanity’s most outstanding and irreplaceable treasures on Earth. These sites,
spanning over a thousand locations worldwide, must be preserved as a collective responsibility
of the international community. However, for decades, World Heritage sites have faced growing
threats, including harmful industrial and infrastructure projects, mining, oil and gas extraction,
and large-scale hydropower developments.

Recognizing the unparalleled value of these sites and the mounting dangers they face, leading
corporations and financial institutions have pledged to protect them, designating them as ‘no-go
zones to prevent destructive commercial activities.

b

For instance, the International Hydropower Association (IHA) has made an explicit ‘no-go’
commitment, vowing not to construct hydropower projects within World Heritage sites.

As the world’s largest hydropower company, China Three Gorges Corporation (CTG) has
also pledged to UNESCO that it will respect World Heritage sites as ‘no-go’ zones.

' UNESCO Guidance for the World Heritage ‘No-Go’ Commitment: Global Standards for
Corporate Sustainability, 2022, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383811.
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China Three Gorges Corporation, as the world’s largest hydropower enterprise, has made a commitment to
UNESCO to designate World Heritage sites as "no-go" zones. Image Source: UNESCO.

8. Protecting the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand Canyon — A Rare and Irreplaceable World

Heritage Site

In 1960, when construction on Egypt’s Aswan Dam began, then-President Gamal Abdel
Nasser declared that the world’s largest dam project at the time would usher Egyptians into a

new era of prosperity. However, the Nasser Reservoir submerged the Upper Nile

Valley and countless Nubian heritage sites, most notably the more than 5,000-year-old Abu
Simbel Temples. In response, UNESCO launched the “Nubia Campaign,” an unprecedented
international effort to relocate historical treasures and resettle displaced communities, at a cost
that surpassed that of the Aswan Dam itself. This campaign laid the foundation for the 1972
“Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage” and the

subsequent creation of the World Heritage List.

In 2001, the Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas with explosives shocked the world.
This act of cultural eradication led UNESCO to issue the “Declaration Concerning the



Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage,” as well as the “‘No-Go’ Commitment Guidelines
for World Heritage Sites,” ensuring that similar tragedies would never happen again.

Yet, history now seems to have come full circle, returning to the very origins of global heritage
protection efforts, echoing the Aswan Dam controversy of the 1950s.

Just like the Abu Simbel Temples and the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the Yarlung Tsangpo Grand
Canyon is a rare and invaluable world heritage site. However, the Chinese government is
aggressively pushing forward its plan for the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project,

a dam three times the size of the Three Gorges Dam. The impact of this mega-dam will

be catastrophic. The destruction of the cultural and ecological integrity of the Yarlung Tsangpo
region will be immeasurable. The scale of this destruction will be no less than the flooding of
Abu Simbel or the bombing of the Bamiyan Buddhas. Worse still, the loss will be permanent and
irreversible — once destroyed, it can never be restored.

In line with the fundamental principles of the 1954 Hague Convention, which states that: “Being
convinced that damage to cultural property belonging to any people whatsoever means damage
to the cultural heritage of all mankind, since each people makes its contribution to the culture of
the world,” the Lower Yarlung Tsangpo Hydropower Project must be stopped immediately to
protect this irreplaceable world heritage site!



