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The "Horizontal and altitudinal distribution of the vegetation of the Himalayas" published in 1957 by Ulrich Schweinfurth is still the most complete monograph about the vegetation between the eastern Hindukush and Northwest Yunnan. The value of this monograph is undisputed although the author never had seen the Himalayas personally. In the last decade new insights are possible with the help of pollen analysis and comprehensive vegetation records. 

The perception of the human dimension of global change in the ecosystems of High Asia is highly antagonistic: There is a deep awareness of devastating impacts during the past 50 years and the common belief that the vegetation patterns of the status quo ante are natural.

The impacts of the last 50 years are exploitative short term pulses with long lasting effects: Conifer forests in the northwestern Himalayas of Pakistan had been made accessible through the construction of the Karakorum Highway and were clear cut in a few years. The same applies to conifer forests in the eastern declivity of the Tibetan Highlands during exploitative clear cuts of the "Great Leap Forward". Forests had been replaced by shrublands or thickets. The same effect had sneaking forest depletion of evergreen broadleaved forests in the outer foothills of the Himalayas of Nepal and India due to population pressure. 

Vegetation surveys in the last 25 years and pollen analysis of the last decade reveal that the status quo ante is far more man-influenced than commonly believed. All areas with more than 200 to 250 mm annual precipitation in between the temperature range of forests are naturally forested. This refers to the Artemisia santolinifolia open dwarf shrublands of western High Asia as well as to the Sophora- und Caragana-heathlands in the rain shadow of the High Himalayas. Both treeless deserts had been once forested with conifer forests or at least Juniperus woodlands.

In the moderately humid valleys of the Himalayas and eastern Tibet the antagonism of sunny slopes with treeless winter pastures and forested shady slopes is a widespread pattern. Interviews, the witness of isolated remaining trees and results from pollen analysis that these sunny slopes had been fire cleared and are now shrub-encroached if grazing pressure decreases. 

Humid forest ecosystems as well have been changed widely with a tool of fire: vast subtropical pine forests in grassland are fire-managed and replace evergreen oak forests. Even the rain soaked cloud forests had been influenced by fire and pine, rhododendron or juniper replace fir or hemlock. The alpine pastures as well show clear fire patterns: dwarf juniper thickets of sunny slopes are easily fire cleared and replaced by Kobresia-pastures whereas Rhododendron thickets widely remain untouched due to long lasting snow cover.
