
CYCLING SILK Exploring conservation 
across borders along 
the Silk Road. By bike. 



In 2006, Kate Harris and Mel Yule spent four months biking after Marco 
Polo's ghost through Xinjiang and Tibet in western China. Best pals since 
the age of ten, these two are wannabe explorers who wish maps had 
more blank spaces. They set o� down an abridged section of the Silk Road 
to experience a hint of how Marco felt confronting its meanders and dead 
ends, high passes and harsh deserts, ancient villages and booming cities. 

Now these young scientist-adventurers plan to �nish cycling the Silk Road 
they left untraveled, only this time exploring environmental conservation 
across borders along the way. In a single uninterrupted push lasting at 
least a year, they will ride from the border of Italy to northern India; study 
transboundary protected areas (TBPAs) in mountainous wildernesses on 
the route; and burn muscle to the bone with pulses pounding to the 
rhythm of altitude, adrenaline and life itself along the storied Silk Road. 

INTRODUCTION
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Mel Yule (L) and Kate Harris (R) in the Taklamakan desert. 

High-altitude lake in Tibet. 



Two women, two bikes.

 Six major mountain ranges.

     Eight case studies for transboundary
     conservation or “peace parks.”

    One year.

2



3

“In a world beset by con�icts and division,
peace is one of the cornerstones of the

future. Peace parks are a building block in
this process, not only in our region, but

potentially in the entire world.”

- Dr. Nelson Mandela 

Trees buried in the Taklamakan desert. 



and advocate for transboundary conservation as a force for 
peace. Over the course of a year, Kate and Mel  will cycle 
more than 15,000 km through the shattered mountains and 
scorched deserts that span the Silk Road from Italy to India. 

Along the way, they will apply their academic training in 
science, wilderness conservation, and sustainable develop-
ment to investigate the natural and social impacts of eight 
existing or proposed transboundary protected areas. The goal 
is to raise awareness about environmental conservation 
across borders as a peace-building tool in mountainous coun-
tries along the Silk Road, and beyond.

For millennia, the Silk Road has 

products and ideas between the 
East and West. Today it links 
countries with borders demar-
cated based on politics, rather 
than natural or cultural boundar-
ies. But the alpine ecosystems 
along the Silk Road, whose mountain glaciers sustain vast 
populations, defy the arbitrary lines that fragment them on 

be sustainable on environmental and human scales.

Transboundary protected areas (TBPAs) strive to achieve this. 

TBPAs as natural areas that straddle borders between states 
and cooperatively protect biodiversity. Though conceived as 
conservation strategies, not explicit peace-building initiatives, 

neighboring nations often cultivate friendlier relations as 

TBPAs formally dedicated to promoting peace through 
conservation.

Kate and Mel will use bikes to access and explore eight 
existing or proposed TBPAs straddling the borders of 
France, Italy, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia, Turkemenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
China, Nepal, and India. 

At each TBPA, they will set up base 
camp for a month to explore the 
area; meet and interview locals, 
conservationists, scientists, and 
politicians; and learn where and 
how transboundary conservation 
succeeds and fails to translate to 
peaceable relations across bor-
ders. They will document the 

rugged lands each TBPA case study encompasses, the 
communties that call these mountains home, and the 
conservation challenges faced at each.

By researching and raising awareness about transboundary 
conservation, Kate and Mel hope to generate the public 
support needed for proposed TBPAs to become a reality, 
and for existing TBPAs to declare themselves peace parks. 
The goal is to channel this Silk Road cycling odyssey into 
practical conservation results.

THE EXPEDITION
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Cycling Silk is both an epic 
adventure and an exercise 

in environmental advocacy.
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ROUTE MAP

Cycling Silk  uses bikes to enable the autonomous and adventurous exploration of remote transboundary wildernesses, and to 
reinforce the notion of the Silk Road as a landscape of continuity despite the borders that attempt to divide it. We will investigate 
�ve existing and three proposed TBPAs encompassing some of the world’s most sublime mountains:

        1) Alpi-Marittime on the border of France and Italy
        2) Caucasus TBPA at the nexus of Russia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan
        3) Unnamed TBPA straddling Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan
        4) Pamir Peace Park proposed for Tajikistan, Afghanistan, China, and Pakistan
        5) Tien Shan TBPA in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan
        6) K2 Peace Park proposed for China and Pakistan
        7) Sagamartha/Chomolungma/Mount Everest TBPA in Nepal and China        
        8) Proposed Siachen Peace Park straddling Pakistan and India

Note: precise route will evolve as 
politics and prudence dictate!
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"No man can live this life and emerge unchanged. He will carry, however faint, 
the imprint of the desert, the brand which marks the nomad; and he will have 

within him the yearning to return, weak or insistent according to his nature. 
For this cruel land can cast a spell which no temperate clime can match." 

           - Wilfred Thesiger

Sandstorm while biking across the Taklamakan desert. 
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TEAM

Mel and Kate on the deceptively �at summit of an 18,000 foot pass in Tibet. 
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Kate Harris is a young naturalist, wilderness conservationist, 
adventurer and writer hailing originally from rural Ontario. A 
nomad who loves unfenced countries and unguessed-at life, Kate 
has explored some of the harshest places on all seven continents. 
When she’s not abroad on an adventure, she keeps �t and happy 
through cross-country mountain bike and cyclocross racing.

Kate studied biology and geology as an undergraduate. She then 
won a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford University, where she wrote 
her Master's thesis on transboundary conservation and peace 
parks, focusing on the Siachen glacier. Kate recently earned 
another Master's degree in earth and planetary sciences at MIT.

Kate is a member of the IUCN-WCPA and the IUCN Transboundary 
Conservation Specialist Group. She is a fellow of The Explorers 
Club and was named a 2010 "Woman of Discovery" by Wings 
WorldQuest for her wilderness conservation advocacy.

Mel Yule is a social scientist, environmentalist and endurance 
athlete. From running the New York City marathon to climbing 
high-altitude peaks in South America, Mel loves pushing herself 
to new extremes. 

In her work and research, Mel combines community development 
with environmental science to study ecological impacts on 
human health. She studied environmental sciences as an under-
graduate at McGill University. She also earned a Master's degree 
in international development from the University of Guelph, and 
for her thesis explored the vulnerability of subsistence farmers to 
climatic changes in northern Nigeria.

Since graduating, Mel has worked as a researcher with the Inter-
national Development Research Center in Canada, where she 
studies rights and access to resources, technologies and knowl-
edge in rural communities in Jordan and Peru.

KATE HARRIS MEL YULE



Global educational and public outreach are crucial components 
of the Cycling Silk expedition. We want to channel this Silk Road 
cycling odyssey into practical conservation results: by generating 
the awareness and support required for proposed TBPAs to 
become a reality, and for existing TBPAs to become peace parks. 

Igniting people to care 
about a place is a prerequisite 

for its conservation.
To this end,  we will �lm, photograph, and write about the natural 
and cultural landscapes we encounter along the Silk Road. Our 
multimedia website, www.cyclingsilk.com, will feature updates 
whenever we get a decent internet connection. We also antici-
pate signi�cant media and blog coverage during the expedition.

After the expedition, we plan to write magazine feature articles, 
environmental conservation reports, and ultimately a literary 
non-�ction travel/nature book. We will also �lm, edit and produce 
an adventure documentary with an environmental emphasis to 
showcase at festivals such as the Ban� Mountain Film Festival. 

Finally, we also hope to launch a multi-month lecture tour at high 
schools across North America in the fall of 2012, with the goal of 
inspiring young people to pursue lives dedicated to exploration 
and conservation across borders.

GLOBAL OUTREACH
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WEBSITE. BOOK. DOCUMENTARY FILM. MAGAZINE ARTICLES. NEWS COVERAGE. LECTURE TOUR.  

Kate’s cover story on her and Mel’s previous SIlk Road bike trip in China.



10Mel biking up a pass on the road to Tibet. 
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SPONSORS

Cycling Silk is supported by a Polartec Challenge 
Grant and by Wings WorldQuest, an organization 
devoted to promoting women in research and 
exploration. The expedition is o�cially endorsed by 
the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature’s World Commission on Protected Areas 
(IUCN-WCPA) and Mountains Biome Group.

     We are seeking additional �nancial and gear 
     sponsors for the Cycling Silk �eld research 
    expedition. To learn how you can help support 
    this journey, please email: kate@kateharris.ca.
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www.cyclingsilk.com

“May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, 
dangerous, leading to the most amazing view.”

           -Edward Abbey

Camping on the Tibetan plateau. 




