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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T

HE WORLD ’ S HIGHEST RAILROAD across the Tibetan plateau to Lhasa (completed

in July 2006) is the most high-profile symbol of Beijing’s ambitious plans to
develop the western regions of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). As an
indispensable element of Beijing’s ‘transportation revolution’, the aim of its construction is to expand the influence and consolidate the control of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), which regards this as crucial to China’s successful rise in the 21st century.
This report documents the immediate impact of the railroad from Golmud in Qinghai
to Lhasa in the context of China’s strategic and economic objectives and shows that
Beijing’s policies on the plateau are:
• Leading to a ‘second invasion’ of Tibet by accelerating the influx of Chinese people;
• Causing the further exclusion of Tibetans from economic activity — which even
Chinese analysts believe risks provoking the very despair and opposition feared by
the Chinese state in its quest for ‘political stability’;
• Damaging Tibet’s fragile high-altitude environment, with disturbing implications
for millions of people in the entire Asian region;
• Threatening the extinction of one of the last examples of sustainable pastoralism
on earth;
• Heightening military readiness on the Tibetan plateau through the expansion of
Chinese influence and construction of civil and military transport links, causing
concern in neighboring India linked to disputed territory issues in the border areas
between the two Asian giants;
• Causing concern for the survival of Tibet’s culture and religion, which is integral
to Tibetan identity and important not only to Tibet, but also to China and the
wider world.

This report presents an alternative. It argues that only a re-orientation of economic
strategy towards local integration — in effect, ‘Tibetanizing’ development — and the
participation of Tibetans in decision-making in their economy could reverse the trend
of marginalization and estrangement, and ultimately benefit the entire Asian region.
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The construction of the railroad to Lhasa reveals Beijing’s political and strategic

Although the railroad will bring economic growth to Tibet, the wealth it generates
will be concentrated in urban areas and resource extraction centers, and therefore
the main beneficiaries will be Chinese.

objectives in controlling Tibet. The US $4.1 billion rail link connects Lhasa with the rest
of the PRC, bringing Beijing much closer to the goal set by Mao Zedong over 40 years
ago of integrating Tibet with China. It has been described as a ‘quantum leap’ in Beijing’s
strategy to develop its western regions, which is one of the major dynamics of contemporary China.

• Tibetans lack access to vocational training which could prepare them to compete
with the influx of workers from the Chinese interior who are flooding Tibet in
search of work and opportunity, encouraged by official policies and the opening
of the railroad.

China’s twin-track agenda in Tibet

‘Tracking the Steel Dragon’ details the strategic significance to China of the extension
of its national rail network into central Tibet, which Beijing describes as ‘the southwestern frontier of the motherland’, and the projected expansion of the line within
Tibetan areas of the PRC and to Nepal. The Chinese government has recently
acknowledged the military applications of the railway for the first time.
The railway is the linchpin of official plans to begin large-scale exploitation of Tibet’s
mineral and other natural resources under China’s ‘Western Development Strategy’.
It has changed the dynamic of investment, drawing foreign corporations to enter the
Tibetan economy for the first time. The large-scale extraction of these resources is a
key element of the authorities’ motivation for building the railroad, together with
strengthening the state’s authority and control over Tibetan areas.
But even Chinese scholars and policy-makers are questioning the basis of current
development policies for Tibet, pointing out that migration and profit extraction from
outside, on this scale, are neither beneficial nor sustainable. This report concludes that:
• The model of economic development that China is pursuing in Tibetan areas,
based on resource exploitation and infrastructure construction, is increasing, rather
than decreasing, Tibet’s dependence on subsidies from the central government.
• Despite years of investment under the Western Development Strategy, the vast
majority of Tibetans are severely disadvantaged both socially and economically by
the inadequate provision of education. According to official Chinese statistics,
close to half of the population of the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) is illiterate,
and the gulf between the educated elite and the urban and rural poor has widened
further since the railroad opened.
• Tibetans themselves have no say in formulating economic policies for their own
land and economy, and neither initiated nor directed the planning of the railroad.
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The number of tourists to Tibet in 2007 hit a record high of 4 million following the
arrival of the railway — nearly double the population of the TAR. While the Chinese authorities are marketing Tibet as a tourist destination based on the ‘exotic’ and spiritual
attractions of its Buddhist culture and landscape, Beijing has tightened its control over
Tibetan religious expression and practice and harsh political repression prevents
Tibetans from speaking openly about their lives and culture. The involvement, rather
than the exclusion, of Tibetans in appropriate forms of cultural/ eco-tourism could
protect their culture as well as benefiting the economy.

How China’s development policies on
the Tibetan plateau impact millions in Asia
The implications of China’s policies in Tibet go beyond the plateau. Scientists believe
that the Tibetan plateau offers early warnings of global climate change, and because
Tibet is the source of several of the world’s largest rivers and plays a prominent role in
the Asian monsoon system, accelerated warming there affects the lives of hundreds
of millions of people downstream as well as those on the plateau itself. Scientists judge
that increased urbanization and the Qinghai-Tibet railroad could be accelerating the
warming process.
There is also concern in countries downstream, notably India, about the impact of
China’s rapid development policies, especially the proposals for dams and water
diversion projects on the plateau.
More than 80% of Tibetans live in rural areas, and the majority have sustained themselves through a nomadic herder lifestyle, uniquely adapted to the harsh conditions and
fragile ecosystem of the Tibetan plateau. But the implementation of Chinese policies
to settle Tibetan nomads, and to resettle Tibetans in towns, is now threatening the
livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people and imperilling the Tibetan landscape.
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This report reveals how these policies, based on an urban industrial model and imposed from the top-down in Beijing, are counterproductive: they have made nomads
poorer and degraded Tibet’s vast grasslands. Scientific research has established that
the mobility of the herds keeps the grasslands healthy, that taking nomads off the land
does not help conserve water resources, and that herdspeople denied their livelihood
become demoralized and dependent. One of the last examples of sustainable nomadic
pastoralism on this planet faces extinction unless this policy is soon changed.
There is a striking discrepancy between official admissions of the environmental crisis in the PRC, and the apparent refusal by the Chinese government to accept that this
has any implications for development strategy in Tibet — an indication that Beijing’s
policy on Tibet remains exempt from genuine debate or enquiry.

A way ahead
The present drive to integrate Tibet into the Chinese and regional economies without
fostering Tibet’s comparative advantages in traditional agriculture or animal products
presents a bleak prospect for the people who live there. Tibetans are being deprived of
the stewardship of their land at a time when preserving the environment of the high
plateau, recognized as both a barometer of and a key input to global climate change, has
never been so critical to the rest of Asia and the world.
‘Tracking the Steel Dragon’ brings together the views and experiences of Tibetans, academic experts, and data gathered from the field — despite the increasingly oppressive
political climate in Tibet — to present a compelling case for a proactive, affirmative and
preferential policy towards Tibetans. Such a policy would apply in particular to the
rural and urban poor, encompassing education, training, employment and business,
judiciously combined with a locally-oriented development of infrastructure and
services.

Tibet from space. The Himalayan Range looking from east to west with Tibet
on the right. Nam Tso Lake is visible on the lower right of the image. Image
courtesy of NASA, taken on December 4, 1988. PHOTO ID NO. STS027-151-80.

By continuing to pursue a model of development that appears to increase rather than
close the gap between urban and rural, rich and poor, Chinese and Tibetan, the Chinese
state risks further marginalizing and alienating the Tibetan people, potentially undermining the political objectives of its current development: a stable Tibet within China.
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A GOLDEN PATH TO PROSPERITY?
The political and economic significance of the ‘Sky Train’

“The Qinghai-Tibet railway has epoch-making significance. There are some people
who make irresponsible remarks, but we Chinese people, any Chinese person with any
knowledge can raise their thumbs and say with justice on their side, this is an economic
line, an environmental line, a line of unity and a line of prosperity, and it is a shining
golden path quickly leading the people of Tibet and Qinghai towards a beautiful future.” 1
— Zhang Qingli, Tibet Autonomous Region Party Secretary
“The land is being taken from under our feet” 2
— Tibetan nomad now in exile

T

HE CONSTRUCTION OF THE HIGHEST RAILROAD in the world across the Tibetan
plateau, completed in July 2006, has had a dramatic impact on the lives of
Tibetans and on the land itself. As the ‘centerpiece’ and most visible symbol of
Beijing’s plan to develop the western regions of the People’s Republic of China (PRC),
the railroad is accelerating the influx of Chinese people to the plateau, exacerbating the
economic marginalization of Tibetans, and threatening Tibet’s fragile high-altitude
environment.3

The railroad is an indispensable element of Beijing’s ‘transportation revolution’, aimed
at expanding the Party’s influence and consolidating its control through the construction of new and modern transportation links on the plateau and beyond. The ‘opening
up’ of the western regions of the PRC is regarded by the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) as crucial to China’s successful rise in the 21st century.

Most passengers on the railroad from Golmud and beyond traveling to Lhasa are Chinese
migrants, settlers and tourists. This image depicts a group of passengers getting ready to
board the train at the Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) station on their way to Xining. (July 2007.)
IMAGE: ICT.

The railroad will enable the large-scale exploitation of Tibet’s mineral and natural
resources, and has triggered the involvement of foreign corporations in the Tibetan
economy for the first time. Together with strengthening the state’s command and control over Tibetan areas, extraction of these resources is a primary motive for building
the railroad.
The construction of the 1142 km railroad from Golmud (Chinese: Ge’ermu) in Qinghai
Province to Lhasa in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) — completed despite
immense technological challenges and a several billion dollar price tag — is a key
indicator of Beijing’s political and strategic objectives in Tibet.
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The US $4.1 billion rail link4 connects Lhasa with Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu and
Guangzhou via Xining, bringing Beijing much closer to achieving the goal set by Mao
Zedong over 40 years ago to integrate Tibet with China. The line also has the potential
to increase China’s economic presence in South Asia by linking Tibet’s economy more
closely to China’s east coast industrial and population centers, and strengthening Chinese transport links with the southern Himalayas, as well as opening the possibility of
rail connections between China and South Asia. It has been described as a “quantum
leap in China’s western-oriented transportation infrastructure”.5 TAR Party Secretary
Zhang Qingli noted the significance of the railroad to the highest levels of the Chinese
leadership when he said: “In particular, the railway was built with the concern of the
central Party with Hu Jintao as the General [Party] Secretary.”6

Even so, the CCP’s breathless prose on the railroad — described variously as the
‘Sky Train’, ‘the line of unity’, and ‘the line to wealth’ — continues unabated. To convince Tibetans of the positive benefits of the railroad, the authorities even brought in
‘artistic troupes’, and in areas close to key stations, organized lectures that local people
are required to attend that “raise the masses’ awareness of participating in the railroad’s safety and of their responsibilities, and creating with all of one’s strength a good
atmosphere of ‘praising the railroad, protecting the railroad, loving the railroad.’”10

Official discourse emphasizes the heroic conquest of nature, making the construction
of the railroad a feat comparable to China’s conquest of space, China’s stake in Antarctica, and the staging of the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing. In documentaries, books,
stamps and calligraphic inscriptions by central leaders, the conquest of the Tibetan
plateau by rail has been promoted as one of China’s proofs of greatness. The celebration
recalls the 1950s when the first roads penetrating the Tibetan ‘wasteland’ were first
cut through the mountains.7
In an assertion typical of the official coverage of the railroad’s opening, Chinese commentator Zong Gang enthused: “This railroad has been the dream of the Chinese nation
for a hundred years. [Its construction] was China’s landmark decision for the new century,
and it definitely excited all ethnic peoples in China including the ethnic Tibetans.”8
Despite official rhetoric, the sustainability of the railroad on the shifting ground of the
high plateau is uncertain. The geological and geographical conditions of the high
plateau have not only made the railroad very expensive to build but could bring it to
a halt within 10 years. Approximately half of the railroad had to be built on permafrost,
or frozen earth, using pioneering new engineering methods to do so, and as early as
August 2006 — just a month after the line had gone into operation — the authorities
made a rare admission that fractures had started to appear in some railroad bridges
because of permafrost movements under the rail bed.9 Statements in the Englishlanguage Chinese media have warned that rising temperatures on the Qinghai-Tibet
plateau are likely to melt the permafrost enough to render the ground unstable, threatening the viability of the railroad in just a decade’s time. It was reported in July 2007 that
the Tibetan plateau is warming twice as fast as the rest of the world, and therefore
offers a critical barometer for climate change on earth. (See ‘The world’s ‘third pole’ —
climate change and development in Tibet’, p. 231.)
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The propaganda is accompanied by warnings to Tibetans which are not publicized
in the state media. Tibetans in some areas were presented with an official handbook
giving a code of conduct for treatment of the railway line, and informed that by local
officials that there would be punishments as severe as execution for those who
violated the code if caught tampering with the tracks.11 These warnings, and the
support for the railroad at the highest levels of the Party, have intensified the climate
of fear with regard to speaking openly about such issues in Tibetan areas.
On the ground, research into the railroad’s impact is either forbidden or tightly
constrained, and genuine debate on the impact of China’s economic policies is not
possible in Tibet. Even the concerns of Chinese scientists who question the sustainability and safety of a railroad built on shifting permafrost have failed to influence
China’s leaders, whose overriding concerns continue to be economic development
and political stability.
A Tibetan who now lives in exile in America and who visited Lhasa at the time of the
opening of the railway told ICT: “There is a realization that to speak out on this issue
would be seen as expressing ‘separatist’ thoughts, and it is therefore very dangerous
to talk about this issue with people one does not know and trust.”
China has also stepped up its promotion of the railroad to Western governments and
the international media as a marker of progress in Tibet. The official press is already
describing development in Tibet as a ‘rail economy’, emphasizing the possibilities
created by this connection to the Chinese hinterland.12
In reality, the massive investment being poured into Tibet is focused, at the state’s
command, on the construction of long-haul infrastructure. This infrastructure is of
benefit chiefly to extractive industries and the administrative and military apparatus
of the Chinese state in Tibet.
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China’s strategy to develop the western regions
The impact of the railroad on Tibet can only be understood in the context of the
(CCP’s) ambitious and transformative campaign of Xibu da kaifa, the strategy to
develop the western regions of the PRC. The Chinese term kaifa in this context is often
rendered into English as ‘development’; however, standard dictionaries define kaifa as
‘develop’, ‘open up’ and ‘exploit’, which reflects how the Party perceives the western
areas of the PRC — essentially as providers of resources in order to facilitate development
in the central and eastern regions.13 China’s leaders hope that the PRC’s western
region’s resources can help to satisfy the nation’s rising demand for water, minerals
and energy.
Xibu da kaifa is a high-profile political campaign, initiated by the then Chinese President
and CCP Chairman Jiang Zemin in 1999–2000, and intended to address economic,
regional, ecological, and security concerns. As one of the major dynamics of contemporary China, it is an enormous undertaking, affecting more than 70% of the PRC’s
land area and almost a quarter of its vast population, including Tibetans, Uyghur Muslims
and other ‘national minorities’. The drive is not restricted to the 10 western provinces
of the PRC but includes underdeveloped provinces with large ethnic populations in
other regions, especially Inner Mongolia and Guangxi.14
The integration of Tibetan areas into China and exploitation of the natural resources
of the Tibetan plateau have been priorities since the foundation of the PRC, and the
Western Development Strategy represents an acceleration of this process.
In the 1950s, the Soviet Union helped China build state factories in the region, and in
the 1960s Mao Zedong announced plans to develop heavy industry in the PRC’s central
and western regions. In the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping focused his market reform policy
on the east coast — and urged the western regions to be patient, saying their time
would come.
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transportation technology [...] is one important and little studied aspect of its muchremarked ‘rise’,” says noted Asia scholar John W. Garver. “First China now has the
fiscal wherewithal to invest heavily in the technological subjugation of these distances
[...] In this sense, these networks are a manifestation of China’s economic rise. A second dimension is that these new lines of transportation will be bearers of China’s influence. Railways and better roads will bring Chinese goods, businessmen and
businesses, investment, and cultural influences. Trade flows and inter-dependencies
will develop. Chinese manufactured goods will occupy a growing market share, while
distant natural resources will increasingly be plugged into China’s industry [...]. China’s
influence will increase, in regions where it was historically limited by the tyranny of
distance and terrain.”15

An unsustainable model of development?
The model of economic development that China is pursuing in Tibetan areas, based on
resource exploitation and infrastructure construction, is increasing, rather than decreasing, Tibet’s dependence on subsidies from the central government, especially in
the TAR.16
Chinese economists Hu Angang and Wen Jun have concluded that on the basis of
results achieved so far, this model of development, at least as far as it is applied to the
TAR, is of “unsustainably low economic benefit”. The economists state that each time
an industrial enterprise makes a loss of one unit, this loss is compensated by the
central government 2.14 times over that value — each loss of 100 yuan (US $12)
results in subsidies of 214 yuan (US $26). By contrast, when an industrial enterprise
increases its output by one unit, it receives compensation of 2.89 times. This means
that enterprises are receiving greater subsidies when output increases than when they
are making a loss.17

Jiang Zemin, perhaps concerned to secure his place in history alongside his influential
predecessors, launched the campaign to develop the west with great fanfare in June
1999. The Western Development Strategy has been heralded by the Chinese leadership variously as ‘epoch-making’, ‘a chance in a lifetime’ and a ‘once-in-a millennium
opportunity’.

Other Chinese analysts have criticized the current form of infrastructural, GDPoriented, ultra-rapid growth in the western regions, pointing out that it is potentially
dangerous, probably unsustainable, likely to damage local resources and environment,
and encourages outside migration and profit extraction. The Western Development
Strategy has been imposed from the top down in Beijing, with scant regard for local
needs, views and livelihoods.

The Western Development Strategy bears analogy with the opening of the North
American west in the second half of the 19th century. “China’s ability to apply modern

Referring to official GDP figures, development economist Andrew Fischer, who
specializes in Tibet, notes that the largest tertiary category in the TAR (in terms of both
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share and contribution to growth in the years 2000 and 2001) was ‘government
agencies, CCP agencies and social organizations’ — the administrative apparatus of
the state. (Statistics after 2004 were unavailable when the research cited here was
conducted.) In the initial years of the Western Development Strategy, the expansion of
government and CCP administration had become ‘the engine of growth’ in the TAR, representing fully 49% of GDP growth in 2000. Growth generated through the expansion
of government administration is not self-sustaining, according to Fischer’s analysis,
and requires further revenues in order to be maintained.18
While China has moved more people out of poverty than any other country in recent
decades, there is persistent destitution throughout the PRC,19 and high levels of poverty
in Tibetan areas. Rural-urban inequality in Tibetan areas rose to be the highest in the
entire PRC by 2003 or 2004.20 The total disposable income of Tibetan farmers and
nomads is considerably less than half of the average income for China’s peasants.21

The design of the new Ne’u (Chinese: Liuwu) bridge over the sacred Kyichu River in Lhasa
is intended to resemble Tibetan khatags (white offering scarves). (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

Beijing’s plans for exploitation of resources and the railroad
The railroad provides the infrastructure to facilitate the increased exploitation of Tibet’s
natural resources by the Chinese state and Chinese companies, as outlined in Beijing’s
comprehensive plans to develop the western regions. Extraction of these resources is a
primary motive for building the railroad and rests upon the state’s absolute claim of ownership over Tibetan areas. Article Nine of China’s Constitution dictates that every nugget
of gold mined, every lump of coal and every tree in Tibet’s forests belongs to the PRC.22

involvement of foreign companies.

Previously, natural resource extraction in Tibet was limited by various factors, including Tibet’s remoteness, poor infrastructure and resulting lack of interest by foreign
investors. “The great resources of Xizang, ‘The Western Treasure House’ [China’s name
for Tibet], were there; their exploitation remained elusive,” writes John Avedon, referring to the years after China’s takeover of Tibet in 1949–50 and prior to economic opening up. “In three decades, China had been able to obtain only what it could take with
little effort — the rich skim of wealth coating the barrier of permafrost protecting the
even greater treasure below; liquid currency from centuries of accumulated wealth in
Tibet’s monasteries; lumber from Kham; livestock from Amdo. No matter how badly
the PRC coveted the vast mineral reserves of the plateau, its new leaders had to ask
themselves when and how would they ever obtain it.”23

The Environment and Development Desk at the Tibetan Government in Exile (TGiE)
has stated: “The technology of extraction, and partnership with foreign capital and
expertise, are [similarly] new. This is an unprecedented situation, brought about by a
confluence of profitability, technology, foreign direct investment and China’s access to
the Tibetan plateau. This new situation also presents a number of challenges that have
to be addressed, otherwise both the environment and the local population will once
again suffer.”24

It is only now with the coming of the railroad that industrialization is properly
beginning, with the beginning of large-scale mining and the often controversial
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The extension of the rail line to Lhasa, the sharp and prolonged rise in price of the
major metals found in Tibet, China’s difficulties in sourcing sufficient supplies overseas,
and the gradual inland shift of heavy industry are all driving intensified mineral
exploitation in Tibet.

In February, 2007, the official press announced that the Tibetan plateau has reserves of
several billion tonnes of iron ore, 30–40 million tonnes of copper, plus 40 million
tonnes of lead and zinc.25 The findings, which located more than 600 sites for potential
new mines, arose from a major geological survey of the Tibetan plateau, involving
1000 staff over a seven-year period. The survey covered only half of the plateau, due to
the harsh conditions at altitude, so it is likely that the authorities believe there is still
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further potential for the exploitation of mineral reserves. China is primarily interested
in Tibet’s reserves of gold, iron, chromite and copper. Uranium, an important material
for nuclear development, is also being mined, although the sites are not made public.
The Chinese authorities also recently announced that jade from Qinghai, found in an
area close to the beginning of the rail link to Lhasa, would be used to make medals for
the Beijing Olympics in August 2008.26

regard to resource mobilization, the government’s approach shows the old pattern of
government-led regional development in the sense that state investment forms the
central pillar, at least in the initial stage.” 28

“Once the mines are developed, they will greatly relieve the strain on China’s existing
resources,” said Zhang Hongtao, deputy director of the China Geological Survey, which
carried out the investigation.27
In 2005 and 2006, China’s insatiable demand for almost all raw materials including
minerals, oil, coal and agricultural commodities was in large part responsible for driving up prices worldwide.
As manufacturing hubs begin to emerge away from China’s coasts, enterprises face
the added cost of importing raw materials from overseas, then bulk freighting them by
an overloaded rail system inland to the new centers of processing and manufacture. The
whole equation has tilted, and is set to tilt much further, towards sourcing raw commodities from deep inland, from the Tibetan plateau and other areas in the western
regions of the PRC. The inland tilt is driven by a state willing to invest vast amounts in
creating the necessary transport infrastructure.
The Western Development Strategy emphasizes assembling the necessary preconditions for large-scale exploitation of the resources available to China in remote regions,
which have never been mobilized and made available to Chinese industry because of
the high costs of remoteness, long lead times, lack of transport infrastructure, and the
ease of alternative sourcing overseas.
Professors Mao Hanying of the Chinese Academy of Sciences and Zhang Li of Chinese
University of Hong Kong define the strategy as follows: “The [Tibetan] region is
endowed with substantial proven reserves of mineral resources. Nonetheless, many
resources are still underutilized. [...] This is to be a long-term, gigantic and capitalintensive program — one with a timeline of several decades. The strategy encourages
the different provinces in the region to restructure their industries in such a way as to
maximize local comparative advantages. [...] In the first phase (2000–2010), emphasis
will be placed on improving the region’s infrastructure. The second phase (2011–2030)
will be an ‘acceleration period’ characterized by rapid industrialization and urbanization. Modernization will be fully under way in the third phase (2030–2050). [...] The
central government has played a leading role in improving infrastructure. [...] With
16

China’s Eleventh Five-Year Plan to 2010 includes massive sums for upgrading highways and railroads, turning inland Chinese cities into hubs of commerce. It is not yet
clear which cities will emerge as the dominant hubs of China’s northwest and southwest, and which will have to accept secondary roles. The likeliest major hub is
Chongqing, already the fastest growing city in China, outstripping even Beijing and
Shanghai in the speed and intensity of construction.
Tibet is not undergoing a process of ‘natural’ urbanization, driven by the need of the
rural poor to find work and better incomes in urban areas. Urbanization in Tibet is a
highly-planned, top-down process, which is described by Chinese geographers as “statesponsored urbanization”. 29
The authorities state that the rationale for the urbanization of rural areas is to improve
social services, to create new productive enterprises, to raise the standard of income and
living for rural people and to improve employment prospects for rural Tibetans.30 As
this report demonstrates, while the majority of Tibetans live in rural areas, most growth
in the economy has been concentrated in urban areas of Tibet, with much of the aboveaverage growth taking place in either construction or the tertiary sector, which includes trade, transport, services and government or Party administration.
Economist Andrew Fischer says: “This radical restructuring of the TAR economy, which
has been accelerated since the beginning of the Western Development Strategy in 1999,
has been away from productive activities such as agriculture and small-scale industry
and into urban services and large-scale construction projects. This is despite the fact that
the TAR, along with Yunnan, is the most agrarian and rural province of China.”31

A nation-building economy imposed from the top down
Fundamental to resource mobilization and economic expansion is the infrastructure
of extraction, especially the transport corridors for long-haul bulk freight transport of
raw commodities to distant smelters and markets. The creation of railroads and highways, logistics hubs, telecommunications networks and power supplies remains the
work of a state still able to allocate investment, both from its own revenues and from
raising capital through sale of bonds. It is a nation-building economy imposed from the
top down.
17

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

Tibet’s ecology — the plateau is a watershed area for several of the earth’s great river
systems which water much of Asia.
But like the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River, the railroad is a prestige project for
the Party despite convincing economic and environmental arguments against it, and the
political will of the central authorities in Beijing ensured its successful completion.

Yulong copper mine — a new industrial show-piece

Of the 45 train stations between Golmud and Lhasa, 38 are un-staffed, and even fewer are
open to passengers. Here, the train to Lhasa leaves the small station of Thogthon, 409 km
south of Golmud. (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

To an economist, a rise in mineral extraction, or a rise in the production of wool and
dairy products would both count as economic growth, hence growth in per capita
GDP. But in reality, mineral extraction undertaken by large corporations providing
minimal local employment may add almost nothing to a local economy. Beijing’s longhaul plans for mining Tibetan areas confers benefits elsewhere, while Tibet must cope
with degradation of the environment, loss of amenities, resource depletion, and a surge
of immigrants.
Environmentalists and economists within China have questioned the choice of mineral
exploitation as the basis of Tibetan modernization. Chinese economists Hu Angang
and Wen Jun warn that the heavy emphasis on mineral extraction in Tibet will make it
hard to protect the fragile ecosystem of the Tibetan plateau: “Not only will this [strategy]
be harmful to the protection of the environment, it could also possibly lead to history
repeating itself in the form of ‘pollute first, put in order later’ and ‘great damage, great
pollution’.”32 The authors argue that agriculture (including animal husbandry) should
be the basis of development in Tibet.
The familiar tension between environmental protection and economic development
is especially acute on the Tibetan plateau. Even senior Chinese officials have
acknowledged that construction of the railway will have a detrimental impact on
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The Yulong mine, in a cluster of commercial deposits around Jomda County (Chinese:
Jiangda) in Chamdo Prefecture (Chinese: Changdu) just within the borders of the TAR,
has the largest copper reserves in the PRC, and is the only known deposit in the region
with world-class potential.
It has been hailed by the authorities as “the first major industrialization project in
Tibet’s overall development of mineral resources, and is therefore a symbolic project”
which has “great importance for promoting the development and realizing the transformation of Tibet’s mineral strengths into economic strengths.”33 The official
description of the project as ‘symbolic’ indicates its significance to the state and suggests
that normal commercial considerations do not apply, as was the case with the railway.
According to Chinese statistics, Yulong has 6.5 million tonnes of proven copper reserves, which represents more than one tenth of China’s estimated total copper resources
of 62.74 million tonnes.34 Copper is vital to China’s development and industrialization,
but as a raw material it is in very short supply. A major proportion of the world’s commercially produced copper is used by the electrical industries in telecommunications
and electronic products. Copper is particularly valuable to China as it aims to establish
high-tech industry bases.
Yulong is intended to be a model for large-scale mining on the Tibetan plateau as well
as other “border national minority areas”, according to the same official report.
According to an official report at the end of October 2007, Yulong had accumulated
investments in excess of 320 million yuan (US $43 million).35
There are several other major copper deposits nearby, including Malasumdo, Toshasumdo, Dralakha and Mangdrung. On the basis of United States Geological Survey
data, the value of the copper from just three deposits whose size is public knowledge
exceeds (at mid-2007 prices) US $70 billion. The gold, silver and other recoverable
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metals, though smaller in amount, can add much more in revenue and profitability.
Even if, as the World Bank forecasts, copper and other metals fall from their 2007 high,
the potential earnings from mining in this area are significant.36

a plan to add (by 2010) 6000 miles of lines (around 60% of the United Kingdom’s total)
to the already existing 46,000 miles of track, and for that total to reach 60,000 miles of
track by the year 2020.40

However, Yulong copper mine and its surrounding copper deposits stand at a distance
of 1000 km from any railway facilities that would permit the mines to be developed on
anything like the scale that the Chinese authorities envision. Despite the mine’s
remote location, a senior executive with one of the Chinese companies involved in
developing the Yulong copper mine claimed in May 2007 that the mine is now “newly
accessible” because of the railroad to Lhasa,37 from which it can be reasonably inferred
that a line originating in either Lhasa or Chengdu and passing through the Yulong
area is likely to be constructed.

The main line from Xining to Golmud in Qinghai, which was brought into regular
operation in 1984, is being double-tracked.41 Enhanced capacity will accommodate bulk
mineral commodities from Tibet en route to distant smelters and even more distant
metals markets in China — in addition to the millions of barrels of oil which already
leave Tibet each year, and the passengers transiting between Lhasa and Chinese cities.

News recently emerged that among several additions to the rail network in Sichuan
Province would be a ‘Sichuan-Tibet’ line. Construction on the line is reportedly going
to start in 2008 and is scheduled for completion by 2012. The announcement of the
line was in the context of developing Sichuan’s capital Chengdu as a “railroad hub”38
and it is assumed therefore that the line will be built from Chengdu. However, the official journal China Tibetology published research in 2006 claiming that a line from
Chengdu to Lhasa would take 38 years to build at a projected cost of 76.79 billion yuan
(US $10.6 billion).39 Nevertheless, the cost and build time would likely be significantly
reduced if the ‘Sichuan-Tibet’ line connected with the planned line from Lhasa to
Nyingtri; the line from Chengdu to Nyingtri would also pass through vast copper
deposits in the TAR — and would be likely to include a line in the vicinity of the
Yulong copper mine.

Beijing’s strategic objectives and expansion of the railroad
China is proceeding simultaneously with the construction of several rail lines which
will have an impact on Tibet and bring closer the integration of Tibet into not only
the Chinese economy but also the broader Asian and even Eurasian economies. This
project flows from the Western Development Strategy as it contributes to nation-building, tightening of control, and profitable extraction of resources. Tibet’s new railroad
will tie Tibet’s economy much more closely to China’s eastern seaboard industrial
centers, and will also significantly enhance Chinese transport links with Nepal, Bhutan,
Bangladesh and northern India.
The PRC is planning a massive expansion of its rail network, and announced in 2006

20

At present, it seems unlikely that the line from Golmud to Lhasa will be double-tracked,
which could be due to a reluctance to construct a second line before it is known how
effectively the existing line performs under the extremely harsh conditions of the
plateau.42 (See ‘The world’s ‘third pole’ — climate change and development in Tibet’,
p. 231.) However, Lhasa is still likely to serve as a hub for the distribution of mineral ores
from Tibet into the Chinese interior. There is already planned a rail extension that will
facilitate transport between Lhasa and the Shetongmon (Chinese: Xietongmen) copper
deposit in Shigatse Prefecture (Chinese: Xigaze), which has led to the assured involvement of the Canadian company Continental Minerals in exploration there. (See ‘Foreign
investment in the railroad and mining in Tibet’, p. 193.) The 254 km spur to Shigatse
is due to be completed by 2010 and is expected to cost 11 billion yuan (US $137.5 million),
according to official estimates.43
Another rail spur, 142 km in length, is being constructed in Kangtsa County (Chinese:
Gangcha) in Tsochang Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Haibei TAP), to serve
new coal mines.44 Kangtsa is one of the most rural counties in Tsochang in Qinghai
Province — part of the Tibetan region of Amdo — with a largely nomadic population.
This development offers the prospect of an influx of Chinese into a Tibetan area that
had previously been relatively undisturbed.
Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) in the TAR is being expanded into a major rail junction, which
will include a new line southeast to Bayi in Nyingtri Prefecture (Chinese: Linzhi). An
August 2007 article on a Chinese business web portal reported that preparatory work
for construction of this line had already started.45 This new line east from Nagchu stems
from the ongoing construction of the huge Nagchu Logistics Center being built at a cost
of 1.5 billion yuan (US $750 million), and which is due to be completed in October
2008. The new center will cover an area of 533 hectares (1317 acres), including a large
area for handling bulk cargo. It is already attracting skilled transport technicians and
will draw many migrant Chinese job-seekers.46
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An official report in July 2007 confirmed that the spur line to Shigatse mentioned
above, as well as the line from Lhasa to Nyingtri (which would almost certainly connect
with the line planned from the Nagchu Logistics Center to Bayi in Nyingtri) would be
completed “within 10 years”. The same report added that a rail line from Shigatse all the
way to Nepal would also be completed in the same time period.50 The latter pledge has
generated concern in New Delhi because of the obvious security implications — the
Indian government is watching China’s influence over Nepal closely.51

This rare image, provided by a visitor to Tibet, depicts a military training exercise just outside
Lhasa. There has been a stepping up of military readiness on the Tibetan plateau coinciding
with the construction of the railroad in order to prepare for any contingencies that might
threaten China’s interests. The official Chinese press acknowledged in December 2007
that the railway will become “a main option for the armed forces to transport troops”.
IMAGE PROVIDED BY A VISITOR TO THE AREA.

A recent official report stated that at present the most important products being transported on the railway were metal ore and mineral water. Tibet’s Glacier Mineral Water
has now reached the markets of Beijing and Shanghai, and is being offered on the
international market.

A twin-track agenda: Extraction of resources
and consolidation of control
There are also plans, with financing from the Asian Development Bank, to install a
more expensive railroad that will connect Lhasa, via Nyingtri, to the railroad in Yunnan
Province that runs from Dali to Lijiang at the foot of the Tibetan plateau.47 This line,
which has an estimated cost of US $7.6 billion,48 would not only enable access to copper and gold deposits in Kham, it would also create a new loop connecting central
Tibet to the rest of China, as well as to southeast Asia via Kunming in Yunnan. According to the state media, this particular branch of the line, which would be around
1600 km, would not only be of economic significance but also of critical importance “to
strengthening ethnic unity and national defense”.49
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“Railways linking Lhasa with cities in north-west and south-west China will increase
China’s influence in Nepal and Bhutan, states India has traditionally regarded as vital
strategic buffers,” said Asia analyst John Garver. “Nepal will find more viable economic
options to its north than dependence on economic cooperation with India.”52 In
December 2007, Nepalese Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala, urged the Chinese
government to extend the Tibetan railway down to the northern border of Nepal.
PM Koirala also reiterated his government’s support for the ‘one-China’ policy.53
There has been a stepping up of military readiness on the plateau, made possible by
improved technology and infrastructure. The official Chinese press acknowledged for
the first time in December 2007 the military applications for the railway, reporting
that the Golmud-Lhasa railway was used for transporting troops from Xining to Lhasa.
“In the past, all the troops entering or leaving Tibet had to be transported by air or road,
but in the future the railway will become a main option for the armed forces to transport troops,” Xinhua reported.54
The mapping of mineral deposits and the establishment of an infrastructure that makes
their exploitation possible has prompted a re-evaluation of the region’s importance.
This is likely to be in part because of the awareness of possible new targets for sabotage,
but it is also linked to protecting China’s increased interests in the region. “Historically, difficult terrain minimized China’s connections with the lands to its west and
south,” writes John Garver. “Now for the first time it is systematically applying modern
transportation technology to penetrate those lands [...] the new China-built railways
and roads will bring greater flows of Chinese goods, capital, people, ideas and cultural
influences. Resources and goods will flow eastward to China. Links between local
economies and China will thicken. [...] Greater Chinese presence will create Chinese
interests that will require protection.”55
The strategic value of Tibetan regions of the PRC and their resources appears to have
resulted in the increased deployment of China’s offensive mechanized forces to these
regions in order to prepare for any contingencies that might threaten the interests of
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the state. The vehicles and weapons in the new mechanized division are reportedly
lighter than those in other People’s Liberation Army (PLA) mechanized units, reducing
their logistical footprint and providing tactical mobility, allowing for more roads and
bridges to be used during operations. Military analyst Martin Andrew writes: “Lighter
units are also more easily re-fueled and re-supplied. On the few good roads in the rural
regions of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region [XUAR, East Turkistan] and Tibet,
the ability to operate for extended periods is an invaluable advantage. Presently, only
wheeled armored fighting vehicles operate in Tibet; tracked infantry fighting vehicles
armed with 30 mm automatic cannons and heavier support weapons would greatly assist these forces in the event of a widespread insurgency or an attack by Indian forces.”56

Achieving political ‘stability’ through development

The expansion of China’s influence in Tibetan areas and the construction of transport
links that have both civil and military applications have concerned Indian leaders.
Some analysts argue that the growth of the Chinese presence and capabilities on India’s
borders is increasingly presenting Indian leaders with the choice of accepting China as
Asia’s dominant power or of co-operating with the US and Japan to offset China’s growing influence.57

One of the consequences of the emphasis on social stability and security concerns is
that the marginalization of Tibetans from the development of the economy has been
reinforced by the suppression of Tibetan culture and religion. Religious repression has
been particularly harsh because of the close link between religion and Tibetan identity;
Tibetan Buddhism continues to be an integral element of Tibetan identity and Tibetan
nationalism, and is therefore perceived as a potential threat to the authority of the
state and ‘unity’ of the PRC. The Chinese authorities are particularly systematic in their
attempts to undermine Tibetans’ loyalties to the Dalai Lama, whom they describe as
a ‘separatist’.61

An Indian news source reported in January 2008 that troops and improved facilities in
Tibet contributed to “the immediate military threat that stares India in the face”,
according to defense analysts Pravin Sawhney and Ghazala Wahab, writing in India’s
Force magazine. After noting that the PLA has stepped up its “operational readiness” on
the Tibetan plateau, with an increase and improvement in airfields as well as the
establishment of five to six logistics brigades in Tibet which will hold fuel and ammunition, the analysts also confirmed that each of the two Military Area Commands
in Chengdu and Lanzhou maintain one lightly armed, division-size rapid-reaction
force for quick deployment.58 The analysts concluded: “[China’s intrusions across the
Indian border], backed by the PLA’s excellent border management through infrastructural development, and operational readiness for a border war is the immediate military threat that stares India in the face. [...] For India, the challenge is to match the PLA
for effective deterrence. This will however not be easy.”
Following a visit to the Sino-Indian border in Sikkim in December, 2007, India’s Defence
Minister, A K Antony, admitted that “Infrastructure on the Chinese side is far
superior. [...] It is an eye-opener for me. There is no comparison between the two sides.”59

One of the main aims of the Western Development Strategy is to ensure the continued
authority of the Party over the ‘minority nationality’ areas of the PRC, and to achieve
‘stability’ through development. This is quite openly acknowledged by the Chinese
government. The then Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji said in March 2000 that “common
prosperity” would result in the “strengthening of national unity, safeguarding of
social stability, and consolidation of border defense”, which are references to issues
concerning Tibetans, Uyghurs and other ‘ethnic minorities’, and the authorities’ fears
of ‘separatism’ (advocating separation from China).

Andrew Fischer says: “Lack of tolerance [to an evolving nationalist discourse and
response to ethnic exclusion] adds force to feelings of resentment and alienation among
many Tibetans, even if the material situation of some slowly improves with the
annual addition of motorcycles, mobile phones and other consumer durables to their
stock of goods. In this way, the government strategy of winning over the hearts and
minds of Tibetans with a dazzling display of subsidies is sabotaged by its own internal
contradictions.”62
Even while Tibetans face oppression and a narrowing of political space to express
themselves, Tibetan cultural identity has proved remarkably robust and resilient,
especially so in Tibetan areas outside the TAR. The continued migration of Chinese
into Tibet may even have intensified Tibetans’ sense of a separate identity, and fostered a desire to resist assimilation. Heavy-handed policies aimed at ensuring stability
only risk creating the dissent and unrest that the state fears.

The geopolitical significance of the collapse of geographical barriers to the expansion
of China’s influence have also been noted by the US, in terms of the questioning of the
international consequences in the growth of China’s capabilities.60
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Representations of the railroad in the Western media
China has devoted tremendous resources towards publicizing the railroad as beneficial to Tibet. Despite the realities revealed in this report, that representation is
sometimes taken at face value. The combination of the Chinese authorities’ promotion of the joys of railroad travel and the involvement of Western businesses
such as Rail Partners in luxury three-day train journeys from Shanghai to Lhasa
resulted in some almost uncritical coverage of the opening of the railroad in the
Western media, with the ethics of such luxury travel left unchallenged.
A New York Times article entitled ‘Riding the Velvet Rails’ described the journey as
follows: “Even the waitresses, normally surly on Chinese trains, seemed to have
attended remedial charm school — they laughed and bowed slightly as they handed
out plates of noodles and spicy Sichuan sautéed tofu. And next year, the trip will
become even more luxurious; the company Rail Partners plans to open a high-end
route to Lhasa that will include 24-hour butler service and flat-screen TVs”.63
In some glossy magazines or broadcasts, the profound marginalization faced by
Tibetans as a result of China’s central economic planning is shrugged off as the
inevitable outcome of globalization.64 The reality is more complex; no country is
exempt from globalization, and ‘culture’ is subject to constant adaptation, but the
flourishing of a distinctively Tibetan economy and culture in the global era has
been undermined by the hardening of the Party’s Tibet policies since 1990 rather
than by global influences.

Despite nearby construction, pilgrims prostrate in front of the Thousand Buddha Wall on
Chagpori Hill, opposite the Potala Palace in Lhasa. The Thousand Buddha Wall is part of the
pilgrimage path known as the Lingkhor, which once surrounded Lhasa, but only partly
remains today. The continued migration of Chinese into Tibet has intensified the sense of
separate identity among Tibetans, and seems to have fostered a strong desire in Tibetans
to resist ethnic assimilation. An important aspect of this is continued devotion to their
religious identity and to the Dalai Lama. IMAGE: ICT.

Development policy specialist Gabriel Lafitte, who has studied the impact of the
railroad,65 commented: “To say that modernity is inevitable naturalizes a state-driven investment program to secure the frontiers and quell the minorities. It is not at
all inevitable that all Tibetan towns will expand dramatically, or that Tibetans will
leave the land for the towns. That this is happening is due to costly social engineering bankrolled on a huge scale by Beijing, for nation-building and security
reasons, as well as to exploit Tibet’s rich mineral reserves.”

In general, investment in transport infrastructure is regarded as a positive thing for
a local population. However, the circumstances of Tibet and the nature of railway
construction there compel a different evaluation. The majority of Tibetans find themselves marginalized amid the rapid economic development. More and more, they are
excluded from any benefits that may flow from the construction of the railway.

Impacts: How Tibet’s railway and economic policies
are leading to increased social exclusion
The Chinese authorities state that the new railroad will enable the Tibetan people to
overcome the disadvantages of remoteness, accessing distant urban markets, thus
increasing their incomes and overcoming poverty.
26

Tibetans neither initiated nor directed the planning of the railroad, and generation of
wealth as a result of the railroad is likely to be concentrated in urban areas and resource extraction centers whose main beneficiaries will be Chinese. This is despite the
fact that the TAR, along with Yunnan, is the most agrarian and rural province of China.
Andrew Fischer told ICT: “The authorities are pursuing a policy of assimilation, as
opposed to looking at the genuine benefits to the economy that could emerge from a
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‘Tibetan-ization’ of development. The question is how Tibetans can be given the space
to be able to adapt to the rapid changes in their society.”

An alternative strategy, motivated by the intention of lifting the incomes of Tibetans
and alleviating poverty, could use the new rail and road links to the wider world as a
beginning, part of an integrated package that helps Tibetans. Fischer and other
analysts recommend the adoption of a much more proactive, affirmative and preferential policy towards Tibetans, particularly with regard to the rural and urban poor,
encompassing education, training, employment and business, and combined with a
variety of locally-oriented infrastructural and service developments. This would need
to involve a major expansion of social services, primarily in education and health care,
but also in various forms of social security.66 A re-orientation of economic strategy
towards local integration and ownership would begin ‘Tibetan-izing’ the process of
development.

In order for the railroad to benefit Tibetans in the Chinese-run economy, there must be
a realization that encouraging, coercing and forcing Tibetans out of agriculture and
into other sectors where they have no advantage is one of the main reasons for
Tibetans’ marginalization. Tibetan producers, farmers and pastoralists currently have
neither the literacy, real-time market information nor the capital to be fully informed,
whereas buyers of Tibetan commodities are much better informed, placing Tibetans at
a significant disadvantage. The remote upland poor can benefit only if they have the
surplus production, the training, access to microfinance and an open market that is
not stacked against them.
Not only do the majority of Tibetans have less ability to participate in the growing
parts of the economy, but due to the impact of Chinese policy, their traditional bases in
farming and herding are less and less able to sustain their livelihoods.

This report shows that the new rail and road networks into and surrounding Tibet are
intended to enable deeper penetration of Tibet for the extraction of Tibetan minerals
and other raw materials in demand by Chinese industry, as well as to maintain China’s
control over the region.

Current development plans in Tibet focus on what China needs, what China can extract, and how the Party can consolidate its power over the PRC, rather than what
would most skillfully lift Tibetan incomes. By continuing to pursue a model of development that appears to increase rather than close the gap between urban and rural, rich
and poor, Chinese and Tibetan, the Chinese state risks further marginalizing and alienating the Tibetan people, potentially undermining the political objectives of its current
development: a stable Tibet, united within China.

Far from empowering Tibetans to participate in the global economy, China is exploiting Tibet as the source of raw unprocessed bulk commodities needed by manufacturers in China’s interior. The processing, smelting, value-adding and profit-taking are
likely to be focused in regional inland hub cities such as Chongqing, Chengdu, Lanzhou
and Xi’an. The land and people of Tibet will have to live with the environmental and
social costs of pollution and destruction, immigrant mining towns and remittance
economies draining capital away from Tibet back to the inland provinces where the
mine workers come from.

“Woeser [a well-known Tibetan writer 67] told me about a tale that had spread
among Tibetans as the railroad crossed into the Tibetan grasslands to the north of Lhasa.
Construction workers, it was said, had dug up a frog from the earth. The frog had been badly
injured; but as the story moved from teahouse to teahouse he became bigger in
each retelling, to the point where, in one story, he had to be hauled off in a truck.

A more skillful alternative?

If present policies continue, the railroad will accelerate China’s plans for Tibet to
become a major supplier, by bulk rail freight, of minerals and perhaps energy, its northern oil and gas fields piped and rail trucked out to Chinese industrial users, its enormous
hydropower potential on all major Tibetan rivers transmitted over long distances, on
cables made of Tibetan copper, to the industrial centers of southern China.
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Some local cadres and scholars, both Tibetan and Chinese, together with national and
international NGOs, are already promoting such ways forward. It remains to be seen
whether their efforts will be successful, but they require help from international NGOs
and governments in supporting Tibetan-oriented development initiatives.

Woeser said that the story would make sense if you knew of the high status of animals
as guardian spirits in Tibetan culture. She explained that the frog injured by Chinese
workers represented the Tibetan sense of defeat and frustration over the railway.”
— Pankaj Mishra, ‘The Quiet Heroes of Tibet’,
New York Review of Books, January 17, 2008.
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In conversation with an ICT researcher in Bodh Gaya, India.

3

The Qinghai-Tibet railway is described in the official Chinese press as the ‘centerpiece’ of the Western
Development Strategy, in much the same way that the ‘Bird’s Nest’ stadium is described as the ‘centerpiece’
of the Beijing Summer Olympics. See, for example: ‘US $660m poured into Qinghai-Tibet railway’, Xinhua,
December 1, 2004, available at: www.chinadaily.com.cn.

4

Initial estimates increased dramatically during construction. A China Daily report on October 15, 2005 gave
the total investment on the project as 33 billion yuan (US $4.1 billion).

5

‘Development of China’s Overland Transportation Links with Central, South-West and South Asia,’ John
Garver, The China Quarterly, (2006), 185: pp. 1–22.
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“THE SECOND INVASION”
Chinese migration to Tibet and the railroad

“I notice that whenever the train goes through a major station, Han Hong’s ‘Sky Road’1
comes over the public address system, which brings to mind that when you fly into Lhasa,
the song played is ‘The Condor’ sung by Yadong.2 Each of the two songs uses interesting
symbols: the dragon describes the train, and the condor describes the aircraft, both rushing
towards Tibet and doubtless representing the advent of unstoppable modernization. But
there is stealth on the part of the pilots and drivers, they occupy a commanding position, and
are the sole arbiters of power, with the great and awesome power of an emperor, and so
gratitude for ‘barley beer and butter tea being sweeter’ by the ‘Tibetan sons and daughters’
can only be expressed with ‘Happy singing voices that are heard all around’.”
— Account by a Tibetan writer of a journey by train to Lhasa,
January 2007, published on a Chinese language website

Summary

T

IBETAN FEARS that the railroad would result in an increased influx of Chinese
into Tibet were well-founded. According to official statistics, the Qinghai-Tibet
railroad transported “1.5 million passengers into Tibet” during its first year of
operation,3 and the authorities made the unusual admission that the majority of these
passengers were migrant workers or business people rather than tourists.4 An earlier
report by the Chinese state media acknowledged that the railway will “attract tourists,
traders, and ethnic Chinese settlers” to the region.5

The Potala Palace is still the principal icon of the central Tibetan capital, which received
more than a million mostly Chinese visitors in the year after the railroad’s construction,
according to the Chinese media. Such was the pressure on the delicate structure of the
Potala that the authorities have now imposed limitations on the number of visitors,
although experts believe that still not enough is being done to protect Tibet’s architectural
heritage. (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

36

There is evidence that just as rail connections to Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang (XUAR)
in the 1950s brought an influx of Chinese settlers, overwhelming the indigenous population in certain areas, the same is happening in Tibet, marginalizing the Tibetan
population still further. Accounts in this report show how the railroad is increasingly
being used for trade purposes, and that Chinese migrant workers are traveling to Lhasa
by the train in order to find employment and often to settle in Tibetan areas.
Lhasa’s population boom began in the 1980s and is undergoing a further expansion
with the coming of the railroad. News of a further and dramatic expansion of Lhasa in
the area where the station was built, known as Liuwu New District (Tibetan: Ne’u),
was reported in the official press in November 2007. The reports announce that the
Lhasa City area will expand by more than 60% through the establishment of this urban
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district, which will accommodate 110,000 residents.6 The new district will expand
Lhasa city from its current 60 square km to 100 square km, according to Xinhua, which
stated: “In recent years in the wake of the state’s western development strategy, Lhasa
has been on a ‘fast track’ of economic and social development, in particular since the
opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railroad last year. As a terminal city for the Qinghai-Tibet
railroad, a new golden period of development is being welcomed.”7 Liuwu New District
is reportedly to be used as a “reception and distribution area” for new arrivals to the city,
as well as having a “high-tech zone” and a botanical garden.8

A Tibetan monk from a farming family in the TAR who is now in exile told ICT that
swathes of pastureland owned by Tibetan nomads and villagers had been appropriated by the authorities to make way for the railway. “Both county and village officials
told us that that we had the rights to cultivate the land, but that does not mean that the
cultivators owned the land. Citizens are required to return the land to the government
whenever the state needs it back. We could not say or do anything against them because
our opinions or suggestions would be interpreted as being politically motivated. Therefore we had to tolerate whatever the officials imposed on us.”

This new development is in line with — and may even be more ambitious than —
proposals outlined in the Party’s Tenth Five Year Plan (2001–2005) to more than quadruple the area of urban Lhasa from its current 53 square km to 272 square km by 2015.
In June 2001, an official report stated that the Liuwu New Area, in Toelung Dechen
County (Chinese: Duilong Deqing), on the bank of the Kyichu (Lhasa) River, and “a
12.5 square km development zone” will “become the pioneers of economic development of Lhasa and even the whole autonomous region.”9

The rate of population increase during the 1990s in Lhasa was about five times the
officially claimed national average of 1.07%,12 and is almost certain to be far higher
following the completion of the railroad.13

Unusually, when describing the new developments, the official press noted concerns
by a Tibetan NGO representative, who reportedly said Lhasa was at risk of “losing its
unique character”. These concerns were rejected by a government official in the same
article, saying that the buildings in the Liuwu New Area would feature “Tibetan icons”.
The article continued: “The Lhasa River Bridge completed this year, for example,
resembles a white lotus, a Tibetan symbol of good luck, and its main pier and the
supportive piers are like the muscular legs of yaks, one of the most popular plateau
species. […] Many stations along the Qinghai-Tibet railroad, which opened last year,
are white, red or yellow, all colors featured in Tibetan Buddhism.”10
The Lhasa station compound was built on the site of the village of Ne’u, which was
demolished to make way for the construction, and the families living there were relocated.11 According to reports received by ICT, the villagers did not have a choice about
relocation and lost their farms and family fields; only some received a limited amount
of compensation. Although some of the young villagers asked for work at the construction site, only a few locals were employed, mainly for unskilled work such as
cleaning, security and heavy manual labor. The relocations reflect an official policy
that regards any kind of incorporation of rural Tibetans into the urban cash economy
as an improvement. Rural development, in the sense of improving existing rural livelihood distinct from the urban economy, is not on the agenda. Migrants with capital,
experience and contacts in the mainland economy are therefore going to benefit more
from these policies than rural Tibetans.

38

Actual population statistics are invariably higher than official statistics. Chinese
official regional census data do not include the military or the ‘floating population’ of
economic migrants. Based on the 2000 Chinese census, the total population of the
officially designated Tibetan autonomous areas of the PRC was 7.3 million, of whom
5.0 million were Tibetans.
The boom in tourism and real estate in Lhasa has also led to an influx in Chinese
investors taking advantage of the easier access to Lhasa.14 The authorities are encouraging this process; there are favorable policies in Tibet’s real estate sector compared to
the interior. One international Chinese business web portal quoted the short-term loan
rate up to five years at 2.79% and the long-term rate at 3.06% — rates far below those
in the interior.15 Tibetan sources report that there is a pattern now of Chinese businesspeople and traders staying in Lhasa throughout the year with just one trip home
for China’s important Spring Festival.
Tibetans describe the rail-borne influx of Chinese as a “second invasion of Tibet”.16
An example of the black humor circulating in Lhasa soon after the opening of the
railroad in summer 2006 was that China stole Tibet, and now Chinese thieves were
coming on the train to steal what was left. (See ‘Perspectives: Black humor from Lhasa’,
p. 208.) One vivid account described the crowds descending on the city since the railroad
was completed as “a plague of locusts”, adding that: “It feels as though the city’s going
to burst; prices for food are getting more and more expensive on the market, with 16
yuan [US $2.15] for a half-kilo of yak meat and 17 yuan [US $2.29] for a half kilo of butter; going to the temple to pray, it’s hard to move through the mass of tourists, and furthermore the tourists speak so loudly, they spit on the ground and the men smoke and
the women bare their flesh; go to a shop or a restaurant and the owners ignore the locals,
with the Han just looking out for the Han, and Tibetans truly becoming marginalized.”17
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Migration as part of the Western Development Strategy
Relevant statistical information on in-migration to Tibet is generally not published,
and it is not known with any certainty whether it is even compiled. In the 1990
national census for instance, statistics on out-migration from the Tibet Autonomous
Region (TAR) were published but statistics for in-migration were not.18 There are
numerous studies on patterns of migration within the PRC which explicitly forego
analysis of the TAR on the grounds that no official data is available.
It has nevertheless been made clear in various official statements that China’s Western
Development Strategy actively encourages China’s professionals, experts and workers to go with their families to “develop and pioneer in ethnic autonomous areas”,
a phrase which is enshrined in legislation as a part of the Regional Ethnic Autonomy
Law (REAL).19
This is a contrast to the situation in China, where the migration of people to cities and
other areas is actively discouraged by means of a system of residency registration,
which forces people not in their home areas to pay far higher prices for services such
as health and education. In Tibet, amendments to the REAL made in 2001 added language to the original 1984 REAL on the recruiting of cadres, professionals and workers
for development of the western regions of the PRC. The amended REAL provides the
basis for providing incentives for population movement into autonomous areas where
Tibetans and other groups live: it authorizes local autonomous governments to provide
“preferential treatment and encouragement” to “specialized personnel joining in the
various kinds of construction in these areas.”20
Minister Li Dezhu of the State Ethnic Affairs Commission said soon after the
announcement of the Western Development Strategy that a “two-way population flow”
was inevitable once the effects of the state’s investment in the western regions of the
PRC became apparent to human “talent”. He even warned that increased population
flows could bring about “some changes in the proportions of the nationalities” which
would cause “conflicts and clashes” if not handled correctly.21
A Chinese scholar, Ma Rong from Beijing University, has also pointed out that the trend
of using migrant labor within centrally managed development strategies in the western regions of the PRC, coupled with neglecting to provide adequate education and
training opportunities for the local indigenous peoples, will mean that ethnic peoples
will “face serious challenges due to their disadvantages in education,” and that ethnic
tensions arising as a result could be a “fatal threat to the success” of the Western
Development Strategy.22
40
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Official acknowledgments of the extent of the influx of Chinese into Tibet are rare,
although anecdotal accounts occasionally appear in the state-run media. For instance,
in May 2001 a Chinese journalist wrote, “I remember the first time I went to Tibet 10
years ago, the majority of Han comrades you saw on the streets were [...] cadres [...] or
tourists. These days, the tide of the market economy has washed a large batch of
‘temporary workers’ up onto the plateau”.23 And even in Ngari (Chinese: Ali), a vast
and largely desolate area in the west of the TAR with barely one person per 20 square
km, it was reported in the Chinese press in 2000 that “More and more migrant workers
are braving the cold and the lack of oxygen and enlivening the once-tranquil mountains
and valleys by working for money.”24
Although migration to Tibetan areas is explicitly encouraged in China’s development
strategies, senior officials in the TAR still try to deny the scale of migration from the
Chinese mainland. For instance, Wu Yingjie, a Vice Chairman of the TAR government,
said “Tibet’s unique natural conditions make it impossible for the Han people and other
ethnic groups to settle down here.”25 More recently, Jampa Phuntsog, Chairman of the
TAR government, said that Tibetans did not face assimilation into Chinese culture.26
But since the opening of the railroad to Lhasa, the official Chinese press is reporting
more unequivocally the speculation that there has been a significant rise in the nonTibetan population of Lhasa.27 An article published in Sichuan Province in July 2007
reported, “According to someone who has worked in Lhasa for many years, following
the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railroad the population of outsiders has gradually
become more than half of Lhasa City’s total population.” The article claims that at least
100,000 migrant workers from Sichuan are in Lhasa, which has a registered urban population of 270,000 people — many if not most of whom are also Chinese — and that
the Sichuan dialect is now the language most commonly heard in the city. Lhasa is
described in the article as the “back yard” of Chengdu, Sichuan’s provincial capital.
The July 2007 article continues, “There isn’t any official data which can prove it yet, but
it can definitely be confirmed that many of the Sichuanese who came to Lhasa [since
the railroad opened] have chosen to stay.”28
This is due in part to the high levels of unemployment in Sichuan, an inland province
that borders the TAR. The Sichuan basin is overcrowded and unable to sustain its tens
of millions of peasant farmers. Many of Sichuan’s unemployed drift to Tibetan areas,
thus displacing Tibetans in the labor market.
Amid explicit concerns about unemployment among Tibetans, the TAR Labor and
Social Security Bureau estimated in May 2007 that 20,000 to 30,000 Tibetan herders
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and farmers are leaving the land each year and are therefore in need of work. This
compares with the bureau’s forecast of 200,000 to 300,000 people arriving each year on
the train in search of work.29

Perspectives: A sense of desperation and a climate of fear —
Lhasa and the opening of the railroad
A Tibetan who lives in the West visited Tibet when the railroad opened in July
2006. He gave ICT the following account:
“The railroad is not inherently bad; in fact, if the Tibetans were the ones who could
make the decisions about how the railroad would and would not be used, it could
be a good thing. But Tibetans are powerless to affect the Chinese government’s economic, political and demographic policies in Tibet, and the railroad is an example
par excellence.
Tibetans I spoke with view the railroad as a tool for the destruction of their country. They fear that Tibet will be even more flooded with Chinese — not only those
who would take away Tibetans’ jobs but also ‘undesirables’, like thieves, con-artists,
beggars, and so on. People warned one another that they needed to be careful to
secure their homes once the train came. One joke circulating was that China stole
Tibet, and now Chinese thieves were coming on the train to steal what Tibetans
had remaining.
The Chinese government claims that the railroad is bringing more development
and tourism to Tibet. This is true, but the economic gains go overwhelmingly to the
Chinese. Chinese tourists come in the thousands in Chinese-owned planes, trains
and buses, stay at Chinese-owned hotels, eat in Chinese-owned restaurants and buy
from Chinese-owned businesses. Even street vendors are mostly Chinese, and
increasing numbers of Chinese tour guides, who usually speak no Tibetan,
unabashedly give the Chinese government-approved — what Tibetans call ‘false’ —
version of Tibetan history.
What the Tibetans mostly ‘gained’ since the train opened are higher prices (the cost
of food shot up due to more people), traffic jams and crowds in cities, and increasingly, air pollution. Some middle class Tibetans are indeed taking advantage of traveling by train to China, as are Tibetan students who study in China. They say it is
cheaper than flying and more comfortable than the bus. Such people have learnt
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The Chinese government hopes that political ‘stability’ will be achieved through a rise in
living standards in Tibet, a belief that emerges from the view that if Tibetans become
richer, their ‘ethnic distinctiveness’ will diminish and their faith in religion and the Dalai Lama
will lessen. This has not been reflected in the reality in Tibet. Tibetans still take great risks
to demonstrate their allegiance to the Dalai Lama, as seen in this image of the triumvirate
of the Dalai Lama, with the late 10th Panchen Lama and the current (17th) Karmapa, pictured
in the window of a taxi cab in Jyekundo (Chinese: Yushu), in Amdo, now part of Qinghai
Province. Tibetans can face detention and imprisonment or other punishments for displaying images of the Dalai Lama. IMAGE: ROBERT BARNETT.

how to live under the Chinese and since they can’t do anything about it, they make
the best of it, like they do with many other things under present circumstances.

‘The government was thanking itself for its benevolence’
The days immediately before the train arrived, Tibetan homes and shops were
required to fly Chinese flags and a lot of uniform banners were put up celebrating
the train, about which I heard sarcastic remarks along the lines of ‘the government
is thanking itself for its benevolence.’ Many troops and police were deployed, and
I saw trucks full of soldiers with rifles and even a ‘sound cannon’ crowd-control
device — but people did not seem to react with surprise, as if they were used to this
sort of display of force and intimidation.
No one seemed to know about specific celebrations, who was invited and whether
the public was allowed near the train station on the opening day. The day of the
train’s arrival, the crowd wasn’t that large and there were few Tibetans (who were
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probably afraid in case it wasn’t allowed). Most seemed to be Han and Hui Chinese.

Autonomous Region, gives an insight into the thoughts of one family when deciding
where to go to try and make a living:

In general, there appears to be a sense of desperation that the flood of Chinese cannot be stopped and Tibetans will become even more marginalized, and not just the
Tibetans who are under-educated and/or unable to speak Chinese, but also the relatively more well-off ones as well. There is a general fear that soon, everything will
be controlled by Chinese and Tibetans will lose even the few shops they currently
own. There is also a realization that to speak out on this issue would be seen as
expressing ‘separatist’ thoughts, and it is therefore very dangerous to talk about this
issue with people one does not know and trust.”

‘Fortune hunters’ in Tibet
Statistics on the total number of migrant workers throughout the PRC are by their
very nature difficult to compile. However, a report in 2003 in China’s official press
estimated that 113.9 million people had left rural areas in search of work, and that
“China has another 150 million surplus rural work force, potentially to fuel the flow”
of people leaving the countryside for the cities.30 This movement of rural people to the
urban areas of China is regarded as the largest population movement that has ever
taken place worldwide.
For many migrant workers in the PRC, the sole reason for leaving their home areas
and embarking on often long and uncertain journeys is simply to make whatever they
can above a mere subsistence living.
Whereas many of China’s migrant workers used to go to China’s thriving eastern
seaboard in search of work, there is now evidence that more people are choosing to
head west instead, including into Tibet, to take advantage of opportunities which have
arisen as a result of the Western Development Strategy. For instance, a February 2007
press report suggested that migrant workers are heading west on hearing that there
are more opportunities,31 and most importantly as far as migrant workers are concerned, upon hearing that wages are generally paid more reliably in Tibet than elsewhere in the PRC.32 According to official government statistics, certain privileged staff
and workers are now among the highest-paid in all of China.33
Even the physical discomfort of living and working at altitude become a negligible
concern for migrant laborers. A Chinese journalist’s conversation with a migrant
worker on a railroad platform in Nanning, the provincial capital of Guangxi Zhuang
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Q: “Where are you getting ready to travel to?”
A: “From Chengdu we’ll change trains and go to Tibet to find work.”
Q: “Where are you from? Why do you have to go to Tibet to find work?”
A: “It’s all just rocks and mountains where we live. We couldn’t make enough eat there,
so it was better to leave and find work.”
Q: “What made you think of going to Tibet to find work? Can you take it physically?”
A: “An acquaintance told me about it and so I went last year. This time I waited until
after the new year to go back and take my wife and child. There are many people who
can’t physically adapt when they go, but I’ve been okay.”
Q: “What work do you do there?”
A: “Building site work. My wife has done cooking work on building sites before.”34
For many people from the Chinese interior, the new railroad line to Lhasa provides
just one more option for them to consider when looking for opportunities to make a
subsistence living. A press report during the 2007 Spring Festival (traditionally a time
to go home and celebrate with one’s family) revealed one family’s motive for going to
Lhasa to find work. A woman from Chongqing who was awaiting the train to Lhasa
with her husband on a platform in Chengdu explained that they weren’t going home
for the new year like everyone else, but instead were going to explore opportunities to
earn money in Lhasa. With the train having gone into operation only the year before,
the couple surmised, migrant laborers already in Lhasa would be going home for the
holidays, leaving a shortage of labor. The press report explained, “She and her husband
planned to go to Lhasa and try their luck.”35
For other migrants from the Chinese interior, choosing to go to Tibet to find work
appears to be a far more strategic decision, based on the existence of a social or family
network already there. For instance, according to press reports in the Chinese media,
there is a large contingent of people from a single county in Chongqing. “Currently,
there are more than 10,000 people from Tongnan County working in Tibet, and there
are four or five thousand from Baizi Township alone,” according to one report.36
Reports in the Chinese media on people going to Tibet in search of work are often a
comment on the financial benefits that are available to those willing to look for them.
For instance, the same press report which claimed 10,000 people from Tongnan County
alone are in Tibet added: “The wages brought home by these workers each year amount
to more than 200 million yuan [US $26 million],” and notes also that a couple of dozen
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people had driven home from Tibet for the Spring Festival in luxury cars costing more
than 1 million yuan (US $133,000), paid for with the proceeds of their entrepreneurial
activities in Tibet.

mostly Chinese drivers who ply the road to Lhasa. Officials also say it is home to a
floating population of nearly 100,000 unregistered migrants, mainly Chinese. Now
that the railway is running, Nagchu and other major Tibetan towns will be flooded
with Chinese at an even greater rate than before.”

Chongqing, where the people mentioned above largely come from, is a huge metropolis — the biggest in the world by some indicators — with a rapidly growing population which was already in excess of 30 million people by 2005. Yet still Chinese people
are choosing to leave this economically thriving center of China’s interior to seek
opportunity in Tibet — a strong indication that the railroad will be a conduit for many
more ‘fortune hunters’.
Large numbers of people from the Chinese interior were drawn to Tibet to work on construction of the railroad, work carried out by Chinese state-owned companies. While
some migrant workers left after construction of the railroad, many others stayed to
pursue opportunities created by the new infrastructure. According to Tibetans from
Qinghai, a similar pattern was evident when the railroad was extended from Xining to
Golmud (work began on the route in 1958 and concluded in 1984). Local officials
apparently claimed that the opening of the station and route would benefit local
Tibetans, but they became further marginalized because of competition from incoming
Chinese migrants.
A Tibetan in his twenties from Xining who is now living in exile told ICT: “My family
lives on the other side of river from the Xining train station in Qinghai. But among the
thousands of officials, I knew of only one Tibetan official who worked at this huge rail
station. Outside the station, there are still a lot of opportunities, for instance, hotels,
restaurants, shops, and transportation, but in my experience there were no Tibetans
running these businesses. The situation in the railroad stations along the line is very
similar — there are only few Tibetan people employed, and all businesses are run by
new Chinese immigrants.”
The development of a large logistics center in Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) in the TAR for
the railroad is also likely to lead to an influx of Chinese workers. (See ‘A golden path to
prosperity? The political and economic significance of the ‘Sky Train’ to China's rise and
to Tibet’, p. 9.) Already there has been a demand for workers with skills in transport
management operations. In 2002, Nagchu Communist Party Secretary Gonpo Tashi
was reported as saying that the government had approved a plan to form 25 new townships, many of them along the railroad line.37 The same report by the Tibetan Government in Exile (TGiE) stated: “Nagchu is already filled with Chinese restaurants,
shops, karaoke bars and brothels (often disguised as hairdresser’s shops) to cater to the
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According to respondents to a survey among taxi-drivers conducted in Lhasa by
scholars at a Chinese university — referred to in more detail below — the average time
period taxi-drivers intend to stay in the city before returning home is three years and
two months. However, the researchers added that of all the questions they asked, this
particular question drew the fewest number of responses, indicating a high degree of
uncertainty about future plans and intentions among this particular group of migrant
workers.38
Some Tibetans have commented to ICT that the increasing ethnic and social divisions
in Tibetan urban areas have strengthened Tibetans’ determination to protect their distinct identity. Harvard-based scholar Lobsang Sangay says: “The continued migration
of Han Chinese into Tibet has intensified the sense of separate identity among
Tibetans, creating an increasingly overt feeling of ‘us versus them’. In almost all the
Tibetan areas, conceptual and physical separation of the two groups has created two
separate worlds. In their everyday lives in most of the inner towns and cities of Tibet,
Tibetans work and live in physically segregated areas. Consequently, while the number of Chinese moving to inner urban Tibet has dramatically increased, the conceptual and physical separations between the two populations foster a strong desire in
Tibetans to resist ethnic assimilation.”39

Perspectives: ‘The Chinese are lying to the world;
the railroad as a source of sorrow’
A Tibetan in his twenties with a professional post in Lhasa shared his views on the
railroad with ICT, saying that despite Chinese propaganda, most Tibetans in Lhasa
do not welcome the railroad. In this account, he discusses several journeys he has
made to Beijing and back on the train.
“Almost all of the passengers in the trains we traveled on were Chinese. I believe that
while some of them were returning home after visiting Tibet, most of them were
going to settle in Lhasa or other areas of Tibet, either through starting a business or
finding work, because they are the Chinese baogong dui [contracted workers, as opposed to migrant workers traveling to Tibet to see what they can find]. Many of
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them would stay for a while, then return home — and come back again with their
entire families as well as relatives and stay in Tibet permanently.

The Chinese also report that many overseas visitors travel to Tibet and bring positive benefits to Tibetans.41 But everything the overseas tourists spend goes directly
into the hands of the Chinese government. And so in my view for the Tibetan
people, the railroad is a source of sorrow and they are not benefiting from it so far.”

There is little benefit from the railroad to Tibetan people. The only Tibetans it can
benefit are the traders, but that matters little if you look at the bigger picture of the
benefits to Chinese in terms of business and employment. From the beginning, the
railroad was certainly not considered and built for the Tibetans’ benefit; it was built
for the profit of the Chinese themselves. The Chinese come out with all this propaganda about how significant the railroad is, how it leads to progress for the
Tibetan people, how Tibetan people have already seen the benefits and they are
obviously happy to have the railroad. They recite all of this like monks chanting
their prayers every day. I think the Chinese ought to say the real reasons why they
built the Qinghai-Tibet railroad. But they have to lie to the world.
I have personally witnessed what is happening in Tibet, especially in Lhasa, since the
coming of the railroad. Seventy percent of Lhasa city is filled with Chinese migrants
and most of the shops, restaurants and hotels are now owned by Chinese — an illustration of how quickly Tibetans are losing all their opportunities and livelihoods.
Just before I left Tibet, I met an old man from a peasant family near Lhasa. He came
to Lhasa for trade. We got talking and I asked him what he thought about the
impact of the railroad. He became very upset and said: ‘My daughter used to own a
traditional Tibetan tailoring shop in Lhasa, and her business was going well but
then since the railroad reached Lhasa it’s bringing thousands of Chinese every day.
The Chinese people who come in are importing their own clothes and products
and most people are interested in purchasing the Chinese ones rather than Tibetan
ones. Even Tibetan youngsters prefer to buy Chinese clothes these days, and wear
traditional Tibetan clothes only during holidays such as New Year. So my daughter
had to close her shop and now has no income.’ This is just one example; many
Tibetans lost their livelihoods after the coming of the railroad and many farmers
have lost their farmland.
It’s officially reported that an average of 4000 to 5000 Chinese tourists visit Lhasa
every day on the train.40 If this is the case, people might think there should be some
benefit to the Tibetan people, as they would be sure to spend some money in Tibetan
hotels and so on. But in reality more than half of this number are not tourists at all,
they are Chinese who don’t have life insurance, the unemployed, beggars and
thieves who are coming to Tibet to live.
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The process of exclusion
A phenomenon which appears to be rapidly taking hold in Lhasa and throughout
Tibet is the preponderance of family and business ties between sometimes large
networks of people from the Chinese interior, who then come to dominate a certain
sector of the economy in Tibet. A prime example of this is the taxi industry in Lhasa.
A 2005 study conducted by scholars at a Chinese university found that just under 99%
of taxi drivers in the city were non-Tibetans. Although the taxi industry in the city did
not truly develop until the mid-1990s, the trade soon became dominated by Chinese
migrants primarily because of the strong social networks established by settlers from
the Chinese interior, and also because those settlers had better access to funds, and
were better positioned to avoid financial risk.42
The authors of the study — which is an extremely rare and detailed insight into how
society in Tibet is ethnically structured — stress the importance of their work for
understanding current and future trends in the economic development of Tibet,
noting that other industries and sectors are already developing in similar ways to the
taxi industry.
The same phenomenon can certainly be seen along the Barkhor in Lhasa, the route
surrounding the Jokhang temple in the center of Lhasa’s old quarter and a sacred path
for pilgrims circumambulating the temple. All along the route of the Barkhor, buildings
have been turned into retail outlets selling Tibetan religious items and other distinctly
Tibetan pieces to the throngs of tourists. By some accounts, none of these shops has
been owned or run by Tibetans for a decade or so; they are instead owned and run by
Han Chinese from the Chinese interior or Hui Muslims from Qinghai and Ningxia
Provinces, and even their stock of ‘Tibetan’ goods is made in the Chinese interior.
The family and business networks among Han and Hui settlers in Lhasa, which effectively exclude Tibetans from significant participation in the economy, are replicated
throughout all economic activities in Tibet. In the mining and infrastructure sectors,
discussed in more detail elsewhere in this report, non-Tibetan administrators and government officials generally approve non-Tibetan capital to be invested in projects
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Chinese professionals are trained not only for key government posts, but also for positions at the township level. In recent years, the Chinese press has announced the voluntary appointment of thousands of Chinese university graduates to the western areas
of China, including Tibet, to work on sanitation, health, agricultural and other projects.
Some of the Chinese cadres study the Tibetan language at Tibet University in Lhasa, and
these young professionals are often appointed to senior positions under the current
China-wide policy of urbanizing rural areas, which involves the aggregation of smaller
townships into larger administrative units. Townships (Chinese: xiang) which are near or
adjoining an existing town, or which are already a small town (Chinese: zhen), are being
combined with neighboring townships and renamed as one administrative entity.45

This image, provided by a visitor to Tibet, depicts a military training exercise in a remote
rural area outside Lhasa. The banners mounted above the trucks on the left read “Military
training convoy”. There has been a stepping up of military readiness on the Tibetan plateau
coinciding with the construction of the railroad. IMAGE PROVIDED BY A VISITOR TO THE AREA.

which often exclusively employ non-Tibetan staff for ventures which are intended to
benefit non-Tibetan interests.

Cadres, government appointments, and the military
The Chinese authorities are actively training and recruiting personnel from the Chinese
mainland to take on positions in the TAR’s administrative structures and in its stateowned enterprises. According to Human Rights Watch, at present, there are fewer
Tibetans in Lhasa’s municipal administration than at any time since 1966.43
Party and government personnel as well as technicians posted to Tibet from the
Chinese interior are usually enticed with various bonuses, such as significantly higher
wages, higher pensions upon retirement, and for some technical personnel, the promise of much sought-after urban residency permits for their children.44
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This nationwide policy is resulting in the development of new commercial and
industrial areas adjoining existing towns, with many new roadside towns. The widespread development of these new urban areas is becoming the vehicle through which
mainland settlers are moving out of the cities. This is because residents of these
settlements can no longer survive by traditional rural livelihood alone such as farming
or herding, and are obliged to seek income from opening shops, transport businesses,
or cultivating cash crops. New towns and villages created through these policies
are equally accessible to new migrants, who are generally able to thrive better there
than locals.
The voluntary transfer of Chinese cadres to Tibetan areas reflects the authorities’ aim
to attract skilled personnel into the region as part of the ongoing implementation of
far-reaching policies to develop China’s western regions.
The ongoing reform of the household registration system in China is likely to accelerate
the movement of Chinese workers, both skilled and unskilled, and college and university graduates to live and work in Tibetan areas. China is one of the few countries
that practice residency registration, which requires people to transfer their registered
residence whenever they change their residence. The regulations have been adapted to
serve the Western Development Strategy: the authorities allow Chinese people to go
to work in the west and have residency there if they wish, while retaining residency in
their home area so they can return if necessary.
This is effectively the opposite of the regional autonomy measures originally envisaged for Tibet in the 1950s and re-asserted by prominent reformer, the late Hu Yaobang,
in the 1980s.46 The issue of rights of settlement and ownership for non-residents would
be a critical issue in any debate over what constitutes ‘genuine autonomy’ for Tibetan
areas of the PRC.
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In practice, obtaining residency in the western regions, where the authorities want to
encourage workers to settle, is likely to be easier than in cities like Beijing. But the new
regulations also make it easier for Chinese workers to settle permanently in Tibetan
areas; and investors and students can obtain permanent resident status after three years
residency, according to regulations made public in October 2000. This could have longterm consequences for the ethnic balance of Tibetan areas.
The numbers of Chinese military stationed in Tibet are not acknowledged in any
official population statistics. However, there is certainly a large and visible Chinese
military presence in Tibet — particularly evident around Lhasa — although it is
difficult to know with any degree of certainty what kind of a drain this presence is, for
example, on local resources.
The railroad has enormous potential for military applications, whether for reinforcing China’s military control of Tibet itself or for further projecting China’s military
reach beyond the current limits. In addition to being a far more reliable supply route
for the military already stationed in Tibet, according to one expert, fully 12 divisions of
infantry — 3000 soldiers in each, plus their equipment — could be moved into Tibet
within 30 days now that the railroad is in operation.47 The opening of the railroad gives
reason to anticipate the Tibetan plateau will be permanently and heavily militarized;
and according to one military analyst, the line has provided “previously unrealized
strategic, tactical and conventional possibilities for the [Chinese] People’s Liberation
Army to direct military firepower towards South Asia and beyond.”48

Railroads and migration in the PRC
Mass migration into isolated regions after railroad construction follows a pattern seen
elsewhere in China in the past century. For instance, the Han Chinese population of
Inner Mongolia increased five-fold after the completion of a railroad from Zhangjiakou to Hohhot between 1912 and 1949. By 1949, Han Chinese outnumbered Mongolians 11 to one.
The same occurred in Manchuria with the help of railroads built by the Japanese, who
seized that region in 1931. Urumchi, the capital of Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) to the north of Tibet, is a predominantly Chinese city even though the
province is home to the indigenous Uyghurs who, like the Tibetans, have been struggling to maintain their culture. In Kashgar, a vibrant center of Islamic culture in Xinjiang — widely referred to as East Turkistan by the local non-Chinese population — the
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Chinese population increased by at least 30% in 2001, the year after the railroad there
was completed.
The extension of the railroad line from Urumchi to Kashgar set a disturbing precedent
for the railroad from Golmud to Lhasa. It transformed the desert oasis town and led to
increasing despair among many of the indigenous Uyghur population. The rail link to
Kashgar opened in autumn 1999 for the transportation of goods, and passengers began
to travel on the railroad in 2000, during the period when the TAR’s current Party Secretary Zhang Qingli held a senior post in the province. The 1000 km journey from
Urumchi to Kashgar takes about 24 hours.
The opening of the rail link had an immediate impact on the number of people, particularly Chinese migrants, coming to Kashgar, which was once an oasis town on the
Silk Road. To create the railroad station, houses and shops — mainly belonging to
Uyghurs — were demolished, with the result that many people, including those who
had small stalls by the station building, lost their livelihoods. Many other Uyghurs lost
their jobs transporting goods by road, as goods are now transported by rail. A Uyghur
expert currently living in the West told ICT: “The government says that the railroad will
help the economic development of East Turkistan, but it is further endangering the
survival of Uyghur Muslim culture and identity in the region. The Uyghur people,
who are already facing increasing pressure to survive due to the numbers of Chinese
migrants arriving in the region, are simply unable to compete and to participate in
the development of their own economy.”
Xinjiang and Mongolia are at a much lower altitude than the Tibetan plateau, and the
climate and geographic conditions in Tibet were never as amenable to the requirements of the Chinese authorities as those in Mongolia and Xinjiang. For instance, grasslands in Tibet cannot be ploughed to grow food for a large workforce, and physical
labor can be extremely uncomfortable for people who are not accustomed to the thin
air on the plateau.
Now, however, the Chinese authorities are creating opportunities in Tibet which are
being seized by migrant laborers and settlers from the Chinese interior. The constraints
that previously limited immigration of the scale seen in Mongolia and Xinjiang have
been lifted. Food is now grown in poly-tunnels (green-houses made of clear plastic sheeting covering long pre-fabricated frames) or freighted on the railroad; heavy unskilled
labor is performed by machine or offered to Tibetans while less strenuous and more
skilled positions — electricians, carpenters and plasterers — are filled by non-Tibetans.
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A senior official supervising work on the railroad, Huang Difu, admitted to a Western
journalist during construction of the railroad that while 6000 Tibetan laborers were
employed at the time, none of the estimated 27,000 semi-skilled workers and managers for the railroad were Tibetan. Huang Difu added that this is because most work
has been sub-contracted to enterprises based elsewhere in China.49 In a similar example, the Shanghai Daily reported in April 2006 that more than 200 Chinese workers,
mostly from Anhui Province, were taking Tibetan language lessons in order to
prepare for work on the Shanghai-Tibet route, as opposed to simply hiring Tibetans.50

The propaganda is all about protecting and developing Tibetan culture, but the
propaganda stops on the page. Even so, with the correct policies, the railway could
be good for Tibet.”

Journeys: Pilgrimages and trading possibilities —
an account of a journey from Lhasa
A European China expert meets pilgrims and businessmen on a journey in July
2007 by train from Lhasa.

Perspectives: The impact of migration
“With the correct policies, the railway could be good for Tibet.”
A Tibetan in his twenties from Amdo in eastern Tibet, who grew up living near the
railroad in Xining and who is now living in exile, expressed the following views to
ICT on the impact of the completion of the railroad to Lhasa.
“The railway was built at the same time as the excess rural labor force in China was
reaching critical mass; the railway not only provided employment, it also provided
a route onto the plateau which acts as a pressure valve for Chinese cities. It is very
easy to see what is going to happen in Tibet by looking at Inner Mongolia.
The railway will encourage many people to come to Tibet who would otherwise
have been put off by the long and arduous journey by road. The railway will also facilitate more mineral exploitation.
China’s economic policies in Tibet as a whole have been ever-changing, leading to
damage and disaffection. Now, nomads are being forced off the land and onto the
streets, creating a whole new set of problems for the Tibetan people to deal with.
Tibet is being ‘Sinicized’, but very unequally, as seen most often when Tibetans go
to the interior. To use an example from my own experience, many people who meet
me for the first time say, ‘Oh, you speak Chinese better than me!’ Should I, as someone who is losing his own culture and language, be proud of such praise? The fact
is, if you want to advance your studies or get a good job, you have to know Chinese.
It grieves me terribly to say that construction of the Qinghai-Tibet railway will only
hasten this process of ‘Sinicization’ because the railway doesn’t just bring goods
and passengers, it is also an extension of Chinese culture into Tibet.
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“At the station in Lhasa, I met two monks from Gansu who had arrived in the capital by train in order to make a pilgrimage to the major sacred places of central Tibet.
They were the only two Tibetans I saw on the train — the majority of passengers
were Chinese, and most of them did not appear to be tourists, either. The tourists I
encountered were a couple of large groups of Chinese tourists (many from Beijing,
Xi’an, and Tianjin), and one group of Western tourists (from Germany), but other
than them, most of the passengers seemed to be workers and other professionals.
For instance, I talked to a Chinese man from Xi’an in Shanxi Province who worked
in Lhasa as a salesman for a car company. Next to him was a Chinese from Hunan
who also worked in Lhasa, and who was traveling to Nagchu [Chinese: Naqu] on
behalf of the company he works for in Lhasa to explore market possibilities of
expansion to Nagchu. Both said there is no comparison in terms of comfort and
‘civilization’ between the bus and the train, and they whole-heartedly supported
the opening of the railroad.
In the ‘hard seat’ compartment, there was a small group of cadres who were on a tour
of Lhasa, Shigatse [Chinese: Xigaze], and Nagchu. The train offers three types of
accommodation: ‘soft sleepers’ [Chinese: ruanwo], ‘hard sleepers’ [Chinese: yingwo],
and ‘hard seats’ [Chinese: yingzuo]. During the journey, a recorded voice told the
passengers the history of the construction of the train, first in Chinese and then in
English. Two digital displays at each end of the car provide information about speed,
altitude, outside temperature, and destination. The train travels at an average speed
of 80 km per hour.
There are different trains that leave from Lhasa. The main ones are those directed to
Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. They all stop at major stations along the route,
such as Nagchu, Golmud, Xining, Lanzhou and Xi’an, but none of them have
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Existing main railroad lines, and towns and cities in Tibetan areas mentioned throughout
this report.

intermediate stops at minor railroad stations within the TAR or Qinghai. This is
left to other lines, such as the Lhasa-Xining line that in addition to major stations
also stops at some minor ones, corresponding to the size and population of the villages and/ or towns along the route. There are also ‘service stops’ apparently meant
to load and unload goods, provide technical assistance if necessary, and deliver or
pick up any sort of material. Tibetans living in the vicinity of these service stations
cannot get off nor get on the train as there are only three stations offering passenger services between Lhasa and Golmud — Damshung [Chinese: Dangxiong],
Nagchu, and Amdo [Chinese: Anduo]. It’s very difficult to get a seat or a sleeper for
and from Lhasa. People often have to buy tickets weeks in advance, which makes
trip-planning difficult for both Tibetans and Chinese. Together with the ticket all
passengers receive a ‘health declaration form’ [Chinese: luke jiankang dengji ka] to
complete with all personal data including phone number and hand in to the station
clerks before boarding. The passengers must declare they comply with the ‘regulations for traveling on the plateau’ [Chinese: gaoyuan luxing dishi] and that their health
status allows them to travel at more than 3000 meters above sea-level.”
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SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND
CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES

G

OVERNMENT FINANCE channeled into Tibet continues to be targeted at urban
areas and sectors where Tibetans have the hardest time competing with
Chinese migrants. Opportunities created largely advantage workers and
entrepreneurs with Chinese fluency, Chinese work cultures and connections to government or business networks in China.

Development economist Andrew Fischer says: “This combination in turn exacerbates
inequality and the exclusionary dynamics of growth, given that the majority of
Tibetans have more and more difficulty accessing the state or private networks that control the dominant sources of wealth in the economy. Therefore, the most urgent problem within these developments is what can be called ‘ethnically exclusionary growth’.”1
Fischer and other analysts have pointed out that this does not mean that all Tibetans
are excluded. According to Fischer, Tibetans on average in the Tibet Autonomous
Region (TAR) have been gradually improving their economic situation. In addition to
the slow rise in the average Tibetan’s real and relative incomes since 2003 — from an
extremely low base — there is a small minority of Tibetans who have done particularly
well in business from the advent of the railroad and Chinese economic policies, particularly those with privileged access to channels of state-subsidized wealth such as
cadres and other government employees. A few are benefiting from the boom in real
estate that has occurred in the TAR since the advent of the railway.

This new statue, entitled ‘Homage to Jiang Zemin’, was built near Jyekundo (Chinese:
Yushu) in Qinghai Province, eastern Tibet, to mark a visit there by the then President and
Party Secretary Jiang Zemin. According to the visitor who provided this image to ICT, the
open hands are intended to symbolize respect for the environment, although the statue
stands next to the only major road-bridge, advertising billboard and building development
in the area. IMAGE: ROBERT BARNETT.

Fischer writes: “It appears to be a fact that [year by year in the TAR] Tibetans on average
[...] eat more and more meat, butter and other staples; they have more and more
mobile phones, motor bikes, televisions and other durable goods; and they spend more
and more money on internet cafes and karaoke bars. Yet it would be surprising if this
were not the case given the sheer torrent of subsidies that the central government has
been spending and investing in the TAR. What is surprising is how little actually does
trickle down. This situation arises precisely because of who controls the subsidies and
investments (mostly the government itself along with Chinese out-of-province stateowned enterprises) and where the money is spent (mostly in urban areas or in large
infrastructure projects).”2
The expansion in government administration and increased wages has contributed
to an emerging ‘middle class’ of Tibetans, but these are still very much in the minority.3
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Declining education and the loss of opportunity

Education and income generation

Despite years of investment under the Western Development Strategy, the vast majority of Tibetans in Tibet are severely disadvantaged both socially and economically
by the inadequate provision of education, and the gulf between the educated elite and
the urban and rural poor has widened in the year since the railway was opened.
Tibetans are hampered further by a lack of any meaningful access to vocational training which could prepare them to compete with migrants from the Chinese interior
who seek work and opportunity in Tibet — migrants who have multiplied with the
railroad.

The Chinese authorities compile statistics which stress a link between the level of an
individual’s education and his annual income. According to figures from the Ministry
of Education published in 2006, Tibetan households where the main bread-winner is
illiterate had an annual income of only 1546.43 yuan (US $206); in families where the
main householder is educated to lower-middle school level — implying basic literacy
— the annual average income is 3762.57 yuan (US $500) — more than twice that of the
average illiterate householder’s family; and where the level of education is above
middle-school, the average annual income is reportedly 6384.41 yuan (US $850) — in
excess of four times more than the income of someone who is illiterate.7

According to the Chinese authorities’ own statistics, overall illiteracy in the TAR in
2005 was 45% — close to half of the population; this figure was up slightly from 44%
in 2004, indicating that the investment being poured into the TAR and other parts of
Tibet is doing little, if anything, for basic education; only 11.5% of people in the TAR
had any kind of secondary-level education, and that represents a deterioration from
16% in 2004.4 With ever more people coming in on the railway, this drop in the education provision to Tibetans does not bode well for their ability to compete with people also looking for work.
Tibetans are competing for work with people from the Chinese interior who have generally had far better access to an education that their Tibetan counterparts. For example, people from Sichuan Province which neighbors the TAR and from where many of
the migrant workers in Tibet come from, had an illiteracy rate of just 6.4% in 2005.5
In urban Tibet, the migrant population from rural areas of the PRC is better educated
than the local urban population. Everywhere else in the PRC, urban populations are
‘protected’ to some degree by a job market which favors their higher levels of education.
In urban Tibet, however, the average female migrant worker from rural China is
better educated than the average Tibetan urban male.6 On the question of education
alone, therefore, Tibetans face an immediate disadvantage when competing for work
with the migrant population in Lhasa and other cities in Tibet.
In addition, Chinese enterprises operating in Tibet almost invariably prefer to hire
migrant Chinese employees, who are obviously more familiar with the Chinese work
culture and Chinese practices, not to mention the Chinese language.

Raw figures on the cash income of a farming family are not particularly revealing when
assessing the wealth of families whose economic viability is more appropriately measured in terms of the livestock they own, for example. But the figures are useful for
indicating the nature of the value placed on education by the Chinese authorities: the
higher the level of one’s education, the more cash income can be earned — obviously
by engaging with the Chinese-run economy.
Despite official emphasis on the correlation between education and poverty reduction,
education in Tibet — particularly in the TAR — has been consistently under-funded to
the extent that as noted above, overall illiteracy is 45% and the number of people with
a secondary education or above is actually falling. Indeed, in recent years the TAR government has spent more on running itself — the costs of administering the TAR —
than is spent on either health or education in the TAR.8 According to a 2003 report by
the UN Special Rapporteur on Education, the PRC spends only half the internationally recommended proportion of GDP on education — just 3% of GDP instead 6%.9
For several years the Chinese government has been pursuing a policy throughout the
PRC of trying to provide nine years of compulsory education to all children. Although
largely successful in the PRC’s urban areas, particularly in the east, the policy has been
beset with problems and setbacks in rural areas. In the TAR for example, the Chinese
authorities conceded that the target date of 2007 for introducing nine years compulsory
education was not attainable, and settled instead on claiming to provide six years compulsory education — the only provincial-level administration in the PRC in which
nine years compulsory education is not the norm.
According to official figures, nine-year compulsory education is available in 62 out of
the TAR’s 73 counties, and it is reportedly due to be introduced throughout the entire
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region by 2010.10 However, according to UNICEF in 2004, only 31% of children in the
TAR had access to a nine-year education.11
Aware of the various disadvantages and obstacles faced by Tibetan students in Tibet, the
TAR government used to guarantee Tibetan graduates employment — a system which
used to exist throughout all of the PRC but which remained in the TAR for several
years after it had been abolished elsewhere. In October 2006, by which time the system
had been abolished, there was a rare protest at Tibet University in Lhasa by Tibetan
students who were angered when 100 government positions were filled by 98 Han
candidates and only two Tibetan candidates, according to a reports by Radio Free Asia
(RFA).12 A later report by the Congressional-Executive Commission on China (CECC)
added that in a possible concession to the Tibetan students, the total number of
recruits was raised to 140, and there was an assurance of plans for a further 71 Tibetan
graduates to be taken on.13 However, in the same report CECC added that graduates
from state universities in eastern China who had taken out loans for their studies
would have their repayments waived if they agreed to work in “western or remote
areas” of the PRC, a situation which is further disadvantaging and marginalizing
Tibetan graduates.
Some degree of proficiency in the Chinese language is an essential pre-requisite for integrating into the Chinese-run economy. Generally, it is only the Tibetan communities
in eastern Tibet — close to or amalgamated into large Chinese populations, or the very
few people who have a secondary education — who have any proficiency in Chinese.
According to some estimates, 80% of Tibetans do not speak any Chinese.14 For the majority of Tibetans who do not speak fluent Chinese (the Tibetan and Chinese languages
are fundamentally different) there remain few avenues to successful participation in
the Chinese-dominated economy.

Vocational training: Too little, too late
The Chinese authorities recognize the need to provide training in Tibet in order to
equip people with skills needed in the local job market. However, there is also a recognition that Tibetans are being outnumbered by migrant workers from the Chinese
interior. In May 2007, an article in the official press quoted the director of the TAR
Labor and Social Security Department as saying: “Every year there is an increase of
20,000 to 30,000 peasants and herders who leave the land, and with the operation of the
Qinghai-Tibet railway there will be 200,000 to 300,000 people coming to Tibet each
year to work.”15 (It should be noted that many of these people who ‘leave the land’ are
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Although it is impossible as yet to assess the full impact of the ambitious plans to settle
nomads throughout Tibetan areas of the PRC, reports from informed sources in Tibet make
it clear that many young Tibetans who move to small urban areas and encampments move
between unemployment and menial seasonal jobs following the loss of their livelihoods
on the rangelands. This image shows a popular pastime among young and increasingly
marginalized Tibetans in the settlement camps. IMAGE: ICT.

being settled in areas and in circumstances which make useless such skills as they do
have, such as raising livestock and other agricultural trades.)
Evidence from the official media in the TAR suggests that what limited vocational
training there is on offer serves to prepare people for menial jobs that have little prestige or prospects, such as hotel chambermaids for women and security guards for men.16
According to various sources, other kinds of vocational training, such as computer
training and driving lessons, are sometimes given in order to recruit Tibetans for
current projects, including construction and maintenance of the Qinghai-Tibet railroad. However, those same sources have also stressed that these vocational training
programs are extremely poorly funded by government — particularly in pastoral areas
where there is thought to be greater need for retraining of nomad families.
Past and present lack of opportunity for vocational training in Tibet also contributes to
higher levels of migration into Tibet. Arthur Holcombe, president of the Tibet Poverty
Alleviation Fund, told an audience of analysts in Washington, DC, that “Government
investment since the mid 1980s has given priority to the development of infrastructure
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supporting economic reforms and opening-up in urban areas. This has resulted in
inadequate funds being available for rural economic and social infrastructure, including rural credit, improved basic health services and education and vocational skills
training. Because Tibetans have not been provided with opportunities to learn modern
skills, the government has found it expedient to encourage increasing numbers of migrants who have the skills needed for its investment projects.”

As he grew up, Father watched his friends who had continued in school get stable
government jobs and enjoy the steady incomes that education had brought. While he
was eking out a living for his family herding his livestock in the rain, sleet, and snow,
his former schoolmates sat in warm heated offices and bought toys for their children.
He always came home from his trips to town looking ashamed. Because he couldn’t
speak Chinese, he could not bargain with the shopkeepers when he was buying goods
for our family. He did not wish the same future for his children. So as soon as his older
children had learned how to care for the livestock that our family depended on, he
sent us to school. When I was old enough to herd yaks alone they decided to send all
of their younger children to school. I was the first to go.”

Holcombe also pointed out that economic reforms and opening up have made it more
difficult for traditional Tibetan urban enterprises to compete with better funded, more
experienced and lower-cost Chinese-managed enterprises in urban areas. During the
same meeting, a roundtable discussion organized by the CECC, he said: “There is growing evidence of Han enterprises, which now constitute about 70% of all enterprises
in Lhasa Municipality, squeezing out Tibetan enterprises even in traditional Tibetan
product areas such as Tibetan clothing, furniture, painting, clothing, restaurants and
dry goods and food retailing. In Lhasa today [2002], there are about 340 officially registered Han enterprises in the ‘handicraft’ sector, and only 28 Tibetan enterprises. Moreover, with the opening up of Tibet to the outside, Nepalese entrepreneurs in Tibet have
recently been able to import high quality traditional jewelry and dominate the local
tourist trade in this area, undermining traditional Tibetan artisan production.”17
Chodpaylhamo, a Tibetan woman in her twenties from Aba Prefecture Tibetan &
Qiang Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Ngaba T&QAP) in western Sichuan Province
— traditionally part of Amdo — writes from a personal perspective about how
unusual it is for Tibetans in her area to go to school.18
“It was unusual for my parents to send me to school. Almost no one from my home area
was educated, and very few people thought it was a worthwhile pursuit. When Father
was a child, he had a rare chance to attend school, and he had enjoyed every minute
spent in his small classroom learning how to turn the letters of the Tibetan alphabet
into words and sentences. But Grandfather was afraid that success in school would
mean being transferred to a far away Chinese city, and he cautioned his son not to put
too much effort into his studies. Despite Father’s reticence, his teachers recognized his
intelligence, and rewarded him with high scores and candies.
Grandfather’s fears grew, and one day he came to school with the news that Father’s
mother was dying and he had to return home. When they returned Father found his
mother in perfect health, and realized that Grandfather’s fears had gotten the best of
him. His education ended forever after only one short year.
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The crisis in health care in Tibet
The authorities in Tibet claim that health care provision has improved greatly from the
minimal and even non-existent levels available prior to the ‘peaceful liberation’ of
Tibet in 1950. An often-repeated statistic, for instance, is that longevity among Tibetans
doubled between 1951 and 2000 to 64 years.19
However, as the development economist Andrew Fischer has pointed out, this increase
in longevity was about the same for all developing countries over roughly the same
period, according to the World Bank; and such increases in longevity have in fact been
due to general advances in treatments and the extension of basic healthcare provisions
the world over. Moreover, the provision of medical treatment is regarded more as a
state’s fundamental obligation rather than as a form of benevolence.20
Numerous other indicators suggest the PRC is far from realizing its fundamental obligations with regard to provision of health care in Tibet. For instance, infant and child
mortality in Tibet, including deaths during childbirth, are so high as to make Tibet —
in this respect — one of the least developed areas on earth.21
Common and easily-treatable conditions such as diarrhea often prove fatal in Tibet
due to the unavailability of treatment and medicines. Diarrhea is responsible for 20%
of infant deaths in the TAR;22 conditions resulting from iodine deficiency such as
retardation and goiter are extremely prevalent and yet, even though an individual’s
annual requirement of iodized salt costs only five yuan (US $0.67), there are still thought
to be 100 million people in the PRC suffering from iodine deficiency, mainly in Tibet
and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR).23
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Other conditions associated with extreme poverty are common throughout Tibet,
including tuberculosis and even malnutrition. Some studies suggest that half of all
children in Tibet are suffering from malnutrition, and that malnutrition itself contributes to numerous other conditions, including stunting and disorders of the skin
and bones. According to a report published in December 2007, two thirds of Tibetan
children in a sample of 2078 in the TAR were found to be suffering from rickets, a bone
disease most frequently caused by vitamin D deficiency.24

HIV/AIDS and the railway
There are fears that the newly opened railway to Lhasa will provide a route for the
spread of HIV/AIDS onto the Tibetan plateau. The number of people in the TAR with
HIV/AIDS is thought to be relatively small — according to official figures there were 41
cases of people with ‘full-blown’ AIDS in June 2007, up from 30 in the previous year.30
However, with the railway now in full operation, the conditions for a dramatic
increase in the rates of HIV/AIDS infections are certainly present.

Other common diseases in Tibet include Kashin-Beck’s disease, a painful and debilitating condition marked by swollen joints and thought to be caused by a lack of
selenium in the diet. The TAR possibly has the highest rate of Hepatitis B in the PRC,
estimated to be anywhere between 5% and 20%. Outbreaks of the plague are reported
in Tibet, with around 26% of Tibetans living in areas where the plague is carried by livestock and wild rodents living on the Tibetan grasslands.25 According to the official
press, a person died of the bubonic plague in Gansu Province in September 2007.26
Parts of western Gansu belong to the Tibetan region of Kham, where extensive grasslands are home to plague-carrying rodents.

Prior to completion of the railway to Lhasa, the TAR was thought to be more likely to
suffer a sudden increase in the rate of HIV/AIDS infections from neighboring Yunnan
Province to the east or from the XUAR to the north, where intravenous drug-use is
responsible for relatively high rates of infection. It was also suggested that the high
numbers of travelers entering Tibet from India and Nepal might also spread the disease;
however, as most of these people are pilgrims, the threat of infection from that particular demographic would seem to be low.31

Chinese officials have also noted the possibility that the railway could also enable the
spread of bubonic plague. In November 2007, the Chinese Minister of Health warned
that “plague prevention along the Qinghai-Tibet Railway should [...] be intensified”,
pointing out that Qinghai “has experienced deaths from plague over the past five years”
and that the disease “could be carried further afield by the Qinghai-Tibet Railway”.27

Almost certainly, any rise in the prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Tibet will be due in no
small part to the growth of the sex industry in Tibet’s cities and the cities now connected to Tibet by the railroad. For instance, the city of Xining in Qinghai Province is
not only a major distribution hub for drug smuggling into China from Central Asia, but
as a ‘frontier town’ on the edge of the Tibetan plateau, it is a major port of call for the large
number of Chinese migrant workers making their way into Tibet in search of work.

The prevalence of some of these conditions in Tibet is clearly linked to poverty as well
as to the lack of health care provision in Tibet due to severe under-funding — a problem which has affected all of the PRC — coupled in recent years with a precipitous
rise in the cost of health care. Between 1997 and 2001, inflation in the PRC was -1.1%
(deflation); whereas specific inflation in the health care sector over the same period
was 60.3%,28 simply pricing people out of the option of health care and treatment.

In one analysis based on first-hand impressions of cities through which the railroad
passes on its way to Lhasa, Chinese migrant workers from as far away as Henan
Province gravitated by road and rail towards Golmud — where construction of the
line down into Tibet started — and then moved steadily south towards Lhasa as construction of the railway continued.32

Dr Nancy Harris, who founded the Tibet Child Nutrition and Collaborative Health
Project in 1993, suggests that in order to improve Tibetan children’s health, a rickets
education and prevention program is needed, as well as support for traditional Tibetan
medicine complemented with allopathic drugs when indicated, and a health care training and delivery program. These measures should be complemented by strengthening
the infrastructure and access to health services, as well as by policies aimed at reducing
poverty and illiteracy.29
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These new transportation links into Tibet present the same opportunity for HIV/AIDS
to spread that has been observed in India and in parts of Africa, where the disease has
spread via commercial transportation routes, particularly highways.33
The disease may be spread to Tibet not only by HIV-positive migrant workers, but also
by a rising number of sexually active tourists vacationing in Lhasa.34
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POEM
Kept at bay by modern steel

Poem by a Tibetan writer published on a Chinese
language website on February 1, 2007.

After the train stopped in Golmud
Carriage thirteen emptied
Leaving six Tibetans and six Han
It feels like a special charter train
Outside the window all is black
A faint trace of cool leaks from the sealed edge
This is the cold of the Qinghai-Tibet plateau
Kept at bay by modern steel
Train attendants ask if I need oxygen
I shake my head and then change my mind — I want to try
A plastic pipe is inserted into the oxygen outlet
And a thin string of gas seeps up my nose
This can solve symptoms of mountain sickness?
Eight ten and the sky slowly brightens
I see an expansive plain and rolling hills
A building on the arid and sandy plains outside the southern areas of Golmud in Qinghai,
at the beginning of the railway line to Lhasa. This Tibetan nomad settlement camp is one
of the latest such projects completed in Tibetan areas. IMAGE: ICT.

There’s snow on the mountains, ice on the ground, and the sky is like water
Some children call out: De ngatso Bod kyi sacha ree!
(This is our Tibetan land!)
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TOURISM, THE RAILROAD
AND TIBETAN CULTURAL IDENTITY

“Tibet has an ancient history and a deeply profound culture offering a richness for all
mankind and which are an important constituent of today’s global culture.”
— An unnamed Tibetan intellectual in Lhasa,
writing on a Chinese language website in April 2007
“When you get to Tibet […] many of the masses will receive you into their own homes,
and you’ll eat in their homes, stay in their homes, they will dance for you, you will sing with
them, you will drink chang with them, and they will give you hada [khatag, a traditional
Tibetan greeting scarf]. Altogether, such a day of eating, transport and accommodation
will cost 100 yuan at the most. This not only enriches the ordinary people, it also provides
a convenient service to the tourist.” [On stopping in on a nomadic family during a tour
of Ngari in the far west of the TAR and communicating with the head of the family:]
“I couldn’t understand too much of what he said, but the translator said that his family’s
living conditions were very good. He used hand signals to say ‘the Communist Party
is a Bodhisattva and we will be eternally grateful.”
— Zhang Qingli, TAR Party Secretary,
commenting on the joys of tourism in Tibet

Summary
The Lhasa railway station serves as the first introduction to the city for many travelers, and
it is built in a style intended to mirror that of the grandeur of the Potala Palace, the Dalai
Lama’s former home and headquarters of the Tibetan state. Many Tibetans are angered
by what they see as the appropriation of one of Tibet’s most important religious and cultural symbols. “Lhasa has become a form of theme park for domestic Chinese tourism,”
said the Tibetan Government in Exile in a 2007 report. “It is a government-building
project that intends to display the inert jewels of Tibet set in a crown of modern Chinese
institutions. Experiencing Lhasa as a domestic package tourist is akin to experiencing the
ancient icons of the Tibetan Oriental traditions as interpreted by Chinese modernism.”
(Tibet: A Human Development and Environment Report’, Department of Information and
International Relations, Tibetan government in exile, December 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.
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CCELERATED DEVELOPMENT under the Western Development Strategy, and in
particular, the advent of the railroad and the resulting increase in tourism,
have heightened concerns for the survival of Tibetan culture and religion,
already under threat as a result of hard-line policies imposed by Beijing.2

While the Chinese authorities are marketing Tibet as a tourist destination based on the
‘exotic’, spiritual attractions of its Buddhist culture and landscape, Beijing has tightened its control over Tibetan religious expression and practice. Tibetan Buddhism continues to be an integral element of Tibetan identity and Tibetan nationalism, and is
therefore perceived as a potential threat to the authority of the state and ‘unity’ of the
PRC. The authorities’ commodification of Tibetan culture and promotion of ‘Tibet
chic’ coincides with a trend towards increasing repression of Tibetan cultural identity.
The replacement of Tibetan tour guides with Chinese guides is just one example of
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how the authorities block Tibetans interpreting their culture to visitors and the outside
world.

ality work’, Li Dezhu wrote: “Historically, the western region was a sensitive region
for ethnic relations. [...] The religious influence of the western regions is far-reaching,
and the complexity of managing ethnic relations has been increased by the intermingling of nationality and religious issues”.7

Tourism hit a record high in Tibet in 2007, with just over 4 million visitors in 2007,
an increase of 64% year-on-year. Chinese officials put the increase down to better
marketing and improved transport links, including the controversial high-speed rail
service from China.3 The authorities forecast that the TAR will receive at least 5 million
tourists in 2008 — a figure that is nearly double the population of the TAR, according
to Chinese statistics.4
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and government prioritizes fast-track economic
development above cultural protection, and tourism is one of Tibet’s ‘pillar’ industries.
Changes in Chinese laws and regulations that address ethnic autonomy issues have
tended to decrease the protection of the Tibetan language and culture, particularly
since the implementation of the Western Development Strategy in 1999–2000.5 CCP
control undercuts the practice of regional ethnic autonomy in Tibetan areas of the
PRC: the state’s interests come first. This means that the level of autonomy that Chinese
laws and regulations provide to local Tibetan autonomous governments to protect
their language, culture and religion, and to manage policy implementation on issues
such as economic development and the environment, is negligible.

Tibetan culture and autonomy law
The exiled Tibetan leader, the Dalai Lama, described how the Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law (REAL) has failed Tibetans in his March 10 statement in 2007: “The problem
is that [regional ethnic autonomy] is not implemented fully, and thus fails to serve its
express purpose of preserving and protecting the distinct identity, culture and language
of the minority nationalities. What happens on the ground is that large populations
from the majority nationalities have spread in these minority regions. Therefore, the
minority nationalities, instead of being able to preserve their own identity, culture and
language, have no choice but to depend on the language and customs of the majority
nationality in their day to day lives.”6
In an outline of the major cultural issues linked to the Western Development Strategy,
Minister Li Dezhu of the State Nationality Affairs Commission made it clear that the
culture and religion of Tibetans and other ‘minority nationalities’ are regarded as ‘problems’ to be dealt with rather than as integral elements of the dynamic, shifting cultural
identity. In an article published in June 2000 about the strategic objectives in ‘nation-

76

According to the Congressional-Executive Commission on China (CECC), government
policies “promote strict adherence to a national identity defined in Beijing [and]
discourage Tibetan aspirations to maintain their distinctive culture and religion.”8
In 2001, the National People’s Congress (NPC) amended the REAL in order to bring the
law into conformity with more recent trends in Party policy and to support the Western Development Strategy, for instance by recruiting Chinese professionals to ‘go West’
and prioritizing infrastructure consolidation.
The amended REAL increased state support for ethnic minority education but reduced
the state’s commitment to the preservation and use of ethnic minority languages such
as Tibetan.9 A result of the amendments is that Tibetans must compete academically
with Chinese who enroll in ethnic minority institutes, and compete with them for
jobs after graduation. Language that authorized preferential treatment for Tibetans
and other minority nationalities to compete for employment against the Chinese was
also removed in the amended REAL.
Fears for the survival of Tibetan cultural identity are frequently expressed by Chinese
and Tibetan intellectuals within the PRC. A researcher at the Qinghai Nationalities
Research Institute told Professor David Goodman from the University of Technology,
Sydney, “If it is not handled with care, the Western Development Strategy will cause
complaints from local ethnic minorities who fear that they will probably be assimilated
and their interests invaded.”10 A Tibetan journalist told Professor Goodman: “Local
people are in great danger of losing their ethnic culture, and it will be difficult to reconstruct moral values.”11

Tourism in Tibet since the opening of the railroad
By 2017, China will be the world’s most visited country, and its promotion of Tibet
as a destination, coinciding with a growing interest in Tibet and its culture among
Chinese people, has reached unprecedented levels since the railway opened.
In the two months following the July 1 opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway in 2006,
more than 100,000 tourists flocked to Lhasa. In total, 2.51 million tourists visited the
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rious feelings,” said one Chinese entrepreneur selling Tibet Fragrant Spring. Tibetan
jewelry is on sale in trendy Shanghai boutiques, and interest in Tibetan traditional
medicine as a cure for illness is on the rise.18 According to one account, Lhasa has even
become a popular pick-up place for a new generation of more sexually liberated young
Chinese adventurers.19
In an article on a Chinese-language website, a Tibetan writer observes: “I hope that
Tibet soon becomes unfashionable and is no longer a ‘hot item’, because only then is
there the possibility that Tibet will retain the things that should be retained.”

Jyekundo (Chinese: Yushu) in the Amdo region — Qinghai Province. A group of Chinese
tourists take pictures inside a Buddhist temple in eastern Tibet. The number of Chinese
tourists visiting Tibet has increased dramatically since the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway and hit a record high in 2007. The commodification of Tibetan culture and promotion
of ‘Tibet chic’ by the authorities coincides with an increasing trend towards the exclusion
of Tibetans from speaking openly about their lives and culture. The sign on the wall reads
“School moral education base, Qinghai Province Education Committee, October 1996”.
The status of “Moral education base” is awarded to institutions which are recognized for
— and encouraged to continue — teaching the Party line on issues such as religion and
ethnic nationalities, including ‘patriotic education’. IMAGE: ICT.

TAR in 2006,12 almost matching the reported 2.7 million Tibetan residents in the whole
of the TAR,13 and this figure is expected to more than double by 2010.14 In July 2006,
Xinhua reported that the number of tourists to Tibet was likely to grow by 15–20
percent annually after the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway. The number of flights
operating to and from Tibet has also increased dramatically.15 There was a record high
of just over 4 million tourists visiting Tibet in 2007, according to the state media.16
Apart from the genuine spiritual interest of many Chinese Buddhists in Tibet as a place
of pilgrimage, the place is becoming a fashionable destination. An article in Time
magazine on ‘Tibet chic’ said factors contributing to its popularity include an interest
among younger Chinese in “a jaunt on the high plateau” as “a badge of cool”, as well as
the increasing availability of information about Tibetan culture in China.17
Tibetan culture has been commercialized with new products on the market including Tibet Grass brand ginseng-berry juice, a sorghum liquor called Tibet Fragrant Spring
and Tibetan Highland barley wine. “Chinese like our drink because of Tibet’s myste-
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The complex responses of Tibetans to modernization and the coming of the railroad,
as well as their feeling about the preservation and development of Tibetan culture,
were reflected in an exhibition of contemporary Tibetan art which opened in the
United States soon after the railroad began operating. ‘Lhasa Train’ featured paintings
of the train by young Tibetan artists living in Lhasa. The co-owner of a Santa Fe gallery
that exhibited the work, Ian Alsop, said that the paintings showed that Tibetan reactions to the train were not easily defined. Many welcomed aspects of contact with the
outside world, while one of the artists had traveled to Beijing on the train in order to
catch a flight to attend the exhibition.
In one painting, entitled ‘Laughter’, by Tenzin Jigme, Tibetan men and women are
laughing hysterically while a train speeds by in the darkness. The artist said: “They are
laughing because the government and the media say the train will bring prosperity.
It’s a staged event.” He describes the emotions of a group of men watching the train’s
smoke darken the sky in another painting as “happy, sad, and angry”.20
In Tsering Nyandak’s painting, ‘Pissing on the Rails’, four boys urinate on the railroad
track. In an interview, Tsering Nyandak suggested that the meaning was not as obvious
as it seemed, explaining that the painting depicted a future time when Tibetans will be
accustomed to the train and saying that the tracks have become “nothing special” to the
boys in the painting.21
In a painting by Gade, a Tibetan building enclosed within a Buddha’s head sports
a giant red and white Coca Cola sign, and monks with pastel-colored balloons disembark from the train. “Tibet has gone through [another] Cultural Revolution, and it has
turned into a resort center,” Gade explained to fellow artist Tsering Nyandak in a taped
interview. He added that Tibetans have to look at Coca-Cola signboards every day, and
although the Walt Disney Company has not built a theme part in Tibet, he feared it
might happen.22
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How tourist revenue goes back to China
TAR officials set a target of 3.4 billion yuan (US $460 million) in revenue from tourism
in 200723 and expect at least 6 billion yuan (US $770 million) from 6 million tourists in
2010. But analysts report that much of the revenue from tourism leaves the region to
go back into China.
Development economist Andrew Fischer says: “Most of the tourists visiting the TAR are
Chinese nationals and they mostly stay in Chinese-owned and -run hotels on the west
side of Lhasa, close to an abundant supply of Chinese restaurants and entertainment
centers, complete with Chinese brothels and Chinese sex workers, who obviously
service the military personnel and cadres stationed there as well. It is likely that much
of the revenue that such tourism generates is channeled through such venues and
eventually out of the province altogether. Under such conditions, the tourism industry will have a difficult time functioning as a self-sustaining pillar industry that accumulates capital and profits in the TAR, rather than servicing as another drain from
which incoming resources flow back out of the province almost as fast as they enter.”24
A Tibetan hotelier in a traditionally Tibetan part of Yunnan Province estimated that
65% of profits from tourism go to outside businessmen, 10% to the government, 20%
to local businessmen, and less than 10% to local villagers.25

The threats to Tibet’s heritage and cultural identity
“This great piece of architecture, like a thousand beams of light illuminating the
ancient city of Lhasa, is seen as the symbol of Tibet by people throughout the world.
Straddling the peak of Marpo Ri at the center of the Lhasa Valley, whether by its
appearance or in the eye of the beholder, [the Potala Palace] holds an irresistible
attraction. At the beginning of the 20th century, an English correspondent who entered
the rooftop of the world with armed troops invading Tibet, on seeing Potala Palace
from a distance ‘like flames shining brilliantly under the sun,’ sighed with emotion,
‘This is not a palace sitting on top of a mountain; it is a mountain of a palace.”
— Tibetan writer Woeser, in ‘Decline of Potala Palace’26
The dramatic increase in tourism since the opening of the railway has been especially
acute at Lhasa’s historic cultural sites, such as the Potala Palace, the Jokhang Temple in
the Barkhor area, and the Dalai Lama’s former summer palace, the Norbulingka.27
These sites also have a deeper significance to the Tibetan people because of their con-
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A replica of the Potala Palace was built in Beijing to honor the opening of the QinghaiTibet railway as part of celebrations for China’s National Day, marking the anniversary of the
foundation of the Chinese Communist Party (October 1, 2006). It was an almost surreal
assertion by the Chinese authorities of their ‘ownership’ of Tibet through the appropriation
of an institution of such profound cultural, religious and political significance. The Potala
is the former home of the Dalai Lama, who fled Tibet into exile in 1959, and as such was the
effective headquarters of the Tibetan administration before China’s invasion in 1949–50.

nection to the Dalai Lama and Tibet before the Chinese invasion — the Potala, established by the Fifth Dalai Lama, was the political and religious center of Tibetan theocracy. Tibetan writer Woeser has described it as the “soul of a race”.
The recent increase in tourism coincides with expressions of concern for the Potala
Palace made by the Paris-based United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), which works to preserve cultural and natural heritage worldwide. At a conference in July 2007, UNESCO expressed concern for the former home of
the Dalai Lama, saying that growth in the area encompassing the Potala lacks an
“integrated urban development planning process”.28 This is not the first time UNESCO
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has raised concerns over the Potala, which was recognized as a World Heritage Site in
1994. In 2004, UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee warned Beijing that it needed to
take better care of the Potala or risk having the site placed on UNESCO’s ‘Danger List’.29

According to Qin Yizhi, Secretary of the Lhasa Party Committee, work on the replica
was scheduled to begin in the second half of 2007. The replica will be housed in a “treasure exhibition hall.”36

The authorities began a project to renovate the Potala soon afterwards — but they
hired Chinese workers rather than local Tibetans with knowledge of traditional
Tibetan building techniques. On a tape smuggled out of Tibet in 2004 and aired by the
Voice of America, Tibetan workers expressed their grievances about the repairs done
to the Potala Palace, citing examples such as replacing floors in the Potala that were
originally made of a composite of marble dust and oil with an inferior composite of
concrete, hair, and glue, and referring also to the replacement of traditional tamarisk
wood spacers in the building’s walls with cement and pieces of iron. Speakers on the
tape asked the United Nations to “lend its support in real terms”.30

The problems arising from the dramatic increase in tourism in Lhasa have been acknowledged at an official level, at least locally. Qin Yizhi, vice chairman of the TAR
and Secretary of the Lhasa Party Committee, described the influx of tourists at the
Potala Palace since the railway opened as being “unbearable.”37 In an article entitled
‘Tourism begins to overwhelm Tibet’, a Tibetan official acknowledged that Lhasa “may
look prosperous, but problems are lurking around and should not be neglected.” The
same official, Ngodrub Phuntsog said that limited capacity indicated that Tibet’s
tourism industry was not sufficiently developed to cope with the dramatic increase.38
Another recent official report stated that the growing demand for water caused by
tourism and urbanization has already outstripped supply.39

The Potala Palace is now in danger of becoming overshadowed by concrete and glass
due to the lack of a development plan for the area. The Tibetan writer Woeser comments:
“Shall we add more functions — entertainment or circuses — to the Potala, which has
been insulted through politicization and commercialization for over half a century?
Specifically speaking, this [the Potala] square, with the Potala Palace as its backdrop,
has become the stage for tourists arriving from all around, to use for publicity, for fame,
and for fishing around to make profits. This trend has gone too far to control.”31
In order to address concerns about the number of visitors since the railroad opened,
restrictions have now been placed on the number of tourists allowed to visit the Potala
each day. Before the start of the railway, the Potala Palace received an average of 1400
visitors per day, while after the railway opened in July 2006, it averaged 6000 tourists
a day during peak season.32 This massive influx of tourists led officials to limit visitors
to approximately 2300 per day, and Chinese officials are hoping that the new restrictions will “lighten the pressure on the ancient wood palace”.33
At the same time as claiming the number of visitors to the Potala was being kept
to 2300 per day in order to protect the building and the artifacts kept there, the official
Chinese press in Tibet still proclaimed in December 2007 that the Potala Palace had
received one million tourists that year. This means that the Potala in fact received over
2800 tourists per day, considerably more than the 2300 reported in the same article.34
In a more bizarre solution to the pressure on Lhasa’s heritage sites, officials plan on
offering a “vivid and almost real” Potala ‘experience’ through building a smaller-scale
replica of the palace at the base of the Red Hill, upon which the Potala stands in Lhasa.35
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A Tibetan resident of Lhasa told a Radio Free Asia call-in show that “Wherever you go
[in Lhasa today] you get the impression of overcrowding. [...] Tibetans [witness] Chinese
tourists becoming permanent residents”, she said, and reported that: “Chinese migrants
were moving fast into formerly Tibetan neighborhoods and businesses.”40
Despite the concerns that have been expressed at a local level about the speed of
development, at the end of 2007 the authorities introduced new measures to further
commercialize tourism in Tibet. The new measures included help from the state for
Tibet to “expand the scope of commercialization of tourism”. A further measure was to
train more Chinese tour guides, expanding the numbers of guides trained to 200
per year.41

New hotels to attract high-end tourism
An official report on the TAR authorities’ long-term plans for tourism indicates the
scale on which tourism development is linked to the railroad, estimating that 85,100
hotel rooms will be needed along the railway route by 2020.42 While the report recommends against building “high towers and star-rated hotels”, instead opting for “more
family hotels, small-scale inns and non-permanent facilities with strong local cultural
and architectural features in the community”, plans are firm for Lhasa’s first five-star
hotel. The St. Regis, Lhasa, is scheduled to open on December 1, 2009 in the Barkhor
district, and will be the first international-branded hotel in Tibet since the Holiday Inn
closed in 1997.43
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Ross Klein, president of Starwood’s Luxury Brand Group, declared that the St Regis will
be “one of the most extraordinary luxury resorts not only in Asia, but in the entire
world”.44 The St Regis, Lhasa, which is to be “perched in the famous Barkhor area where
the Tibetans live” according to the Starwood Hotels website,45 will have rooms starting
at around US $400 per night.
The head of global sales development at Starwood, Jack Lim Ming-boon, said that the
interest surrounding the Olympics had prompted the Chinese government to promote
all areas of the PRC as tourist destinations, particularly the cities of Beijing and Shanghai. But he added that while after the Olympics a slowdown was expected in Beijing,
this did not apply to the rest of the country: “The China Tourism Bureau is very
aggressive in participation and sponsoring roadshows to create awareness. They will
continue to explore, support, promote and create nice markets by developing new
destinations such as Mongolia, Urumqi and Tibet.”46
Elsewhere in the Barkhor in Lhasa is the Shambhala Palace, a hotel owned by American entrepreneur Laurence Brahm. A government-controlled website acknowledged
criticism of Brahm that highlighted the complex responses of Tibetans to the appropriation of Tibetan culture by private enterprise and through foreign investment:
“Laurence Brahm is intelligent. Some says [sic] that he is taking advantage of others’
culture to make his own profit. However, harboring a sense of sustained cultural development without national boundaries, he has groped about a new path to profitable
cultural development in China.”47
Another high-end hotel, the Brahmaputra, is owned by a Sichuanese entrepreneur
who places an emphasis on Tibetan culture in the décor and appointment of his hotel
in Lhasa. According to one account, the hotel owner travels to monasteries and other
sites in Tibet buying artifacts and pieces of Tibetan artwork which he then uses to decorate the Brahmaputra, as well as selling them to hotel guests at a huge markup. He was
followed by a Japanese documentary crew on one occasion when buying items at a
monastery, and is heard making disparaging remarks about a shoe once worn by the
Fifth Dalai Lama and kept as the monastery’s oldest treasure. “Hmph. This old thing?”
And then to his translator as he pointed to two other artifacts: “We’ll take these off
him. How much? Ask him. Offer him another 500 yuan and see what he says, okay?
Five hundred.”48
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One of the world’s most endangered destinations
“It is not just Tibet which is under imminent threat in this world, it is also our souls.
The worth and magic of Tibet’s precious heritage to mankind has been jointly built by
Tibet itself and by people who have a reverence and a love of Tibet. However, this Tibet is
gradually fading from our peripheral vision and beneath our feet. It seems controlling
the number of tourists as in Bhutan would not be possible, but what we can do is control
our attitude towards Tibet, and our actions on Tibet: appreciate it in peace, harmoniously
blend in, consume simply, create less waste, respect the Tibetan people’s spiritual lives,
do more to protect the environment on the plateau, and at the same time mobilize the
strengths of the people to supervise the activities of government and commercial
power-holders to stop them from damaging this holy land on the plateau in
the name of development.”
— Chinese journalist Zhuang Liwei49
Listing Tibet on its website as one of the “world’s most endangered destinations”, in May
2007 the magazine Forbes singled out the railroad as a major factor in the boom in
tourism in Tibet, reporting: “For the past several years, the country has seen an explosion
in the number of hotels being built to accommodate an increasing number of tourists
and has also felt the effects of mainland Chinese moving in and starting businesses.”50
Both Tibetans and Chinese are voicing increasing concerns about the impact of tourism
and development on Tibet’s fragile environment.
In an impassioned article entitled ‘Please protect the holy land of the Tibetan plateau’,
writer Zhuang Liwei wrote on Nanfang Newspaper Net: “When the four-wheel-drive
jeeps roll into the ‘three river-sources’ area [in Qinghai Province, where the Yangtze,
Mekong and Yellow Rivers all rise], and when tourists continue the lives they normally
live in the interior but in the nightclubs of Lhasa, and when the tourists cannot shake
their habits of eating and drinking to excess so that the plateau has to produce even
more beef and beer to support them, when Tibetan stoneware and wooden artworks
become more and more the target of fashionable purchases for tourists, and when large
numbers of people flood onto the plateau and over-dig and over-pick Tibet’s resources
and engage in all kinds of ‘commercial development’, the Qinghai-Tibet plateau’s natural environment and the human cultural environment will become weaker by the
day.”
An example of the perils of untrammeled tourism and over-development in Tibet
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is found in the case of Gyalthang County (Chinese: Zhongdian) in Dechen Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Diqing TAP) in Yunnan Province — part of the traditional Tibetan region of Kham. In 2001, amid fierce competition between other mountainous areas in and around Tibet, Gyalthang County was given permission by China’s
State Council to officially change its name to ‘Shangri la’. The name-change was part of
a strategy to market the county as a tourist destination. ‘Shangri la’ is a fictional creation,
the name of a secret Himalayan idyll in the 1933 novel ‘Lost Horizon’ by James Hilton.

Wang Lixiong has been to Tibet more than 20 times in recent years, driving himself
in along the four roads — the Qinghai-Tibet road, the Yunnan-Tibet road, the
Sichuan-Tibet road and the Xinjiang-Tibet road. [...] Wang Lixiong has written Sky
Burial — the Fate of Tibet, he has traveled to the US on four occasions to meet with the
Tibetan spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, he wrote the book, Conversations with the
Dalai Lama, and he has a deep interest in Tibet.

According to one report in the western media in late 2007, Gyalthang County receives
2 million visitors a year, and from a rural county of only 122,000 people in 2001 it is
changing into “a high-altitude hell, choked by tour buses and overwhelmed by outsiders.” A German tourist noted the overpriced tourist trinkets, hotels and other services,
and said “This is not heaven on earth. This is a tourist trap.” And yet the deputy director
of the local tourism bureau hopes to attract 5 million tourists by 2012. “We have set no
limits on how many tourists come here. [...] The more the better.” Even the person responsible for pushing to have Gyalthang’s name changed regrets the changes wrought
to the town and to its inhabitants, saying “The original spirit has disappeared.”51

Perspectives: How the railway has led to a loss of hope
“With the railway being built to Tibet, the Tibetan people have lost hope and they feel
that their door has been thrown wide open.”
— Chinese writer Wang Lixiong, 2006
In an article published on the Observe China website in the week before the opening
of the railroad to Lhasa, the Chinese writer Wang Lixiong gave his reflections on the
railway’s meaning to the Tibetan people and called for the establishment of a special
‘cultural zone’ in Tibet to protect Tibetan culture. This is an edited version of the interview.52
“Construction of the Qinghai-Tibet railway to Lhasa, which will be open to traffic on
July 1 this year [2006], will bring outstanding prospects for Tibet’s economic development. But when the door is opened, mysterious Tibet will no longer be mysterious, and there is a profound worry that Tibet will not be able to withstand the
onslaught of a competitive market economy. The railway is already an incontrovertible fact, but enormous efforts will be needed to preserve Tibetan culture. The independent Chinese writer Wang Lixiong is calling for the establishment of a ‘special
cultural zone’ in Tibet to protect the purity of Tibetan culture.
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When he received a visit from Observe China, Wang Lixiong revealed his concerns
about the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway. Not long before, Wang Lixiong had
met the owner of a factory making high-class Tibetan-style furniture who was very
happy about the railway opening because of the opportunity to open markets in the
interior, capitalizing a new craze for Tibetan furniture. But Wang Lixiong says,
‘Think about it the other way: as soon as the train arrives, furniture from the interior will come into Tibet and the environment for Tibet’s furniture market will
change. Even if there’s going be a new fashion for Tibetan furniture, [the factory
owner] doesn’t know how much factories in the interior copy things, and so any
advantage you have just disappears.’ What Wang Lixiong has realized is that culture
and the economy are linked. It’s not just Tibetan furniture but also all Tibetan-style
items of daily life — and even the entire lifestyle itself — which will be affected by
the convenience of transport.
Special characteristics of Tibetan culture determine the people’s strengths and
weaknesses.[…] The Barkhor around the Jokhang temple is a symbolic place in Tibet.
It is the main commercial center for Tibetan culture, and it is a place where Tibet’s
market economy is manifest. However, Hui [ethnic Chinese Muslims] people now
make up the majority of traders on the Barkhor. There are still a few stalls with
Tibetans, but the most important storefronts are occupied by Hui and Han people.
According to Wang Lixiong, the Tibetan residents of the Barkhor rent their homes
out to Hui or Han because they themselves don’t want the hassle.
Once they have this money, these Tibetans are liable to rent a cheaper place further away, and spend the remainder on good food and drink and having a good
time. What worries Wang Lixiong is that while Tibetans use this money to have a
good time for a while, they are not gaining any mastery of market competitiveness;
the original handicrafts go into decline and the market is taken over by outsiders,
marginalizing the Tibetan people. Home-owners who face a crisis they cannot overcome are likely to sell off their homes. ‘This kind of thing is happening a lot,’ says
Wang. ‘Homes around the Barkhor were rented at first, but now they’re being sold,
and the Barkhor which used to be the most Tibetan of symbols is slowly changing.’
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For cultural reasons, Tibetans may prove victims of economic openness. Wang Lixiong says that the ongoing coercion is not the same as that of the past, which was
applied with bayonets. On the surface it looks voluntary, voluntarily selling homes,
voluntarily withdrawing from the competitive market; Tibetans want to go and
have fun, but the outcome can still be disastrous. ‘The absolute majority of the
handicraft industry has been taken over by Hui and Han.’ For instance, tailors who
make traditional Tibetan costumes only use traditional methods. There is not much
specialization, and efficiency and delivery dates aren’t much of a consideration. But
Han people are not the same; Han people pay attention to samples, they add a little
on the shoulder, take a little in at the waist, and this kind of product is extremely
attractive. The pieces are better looking than the original Tibetan pieces, the price is
less and the service is better, and so Tibetan people wanting clothes now seek out
Han tailors to make them.

Wang Lixiong considers that first of all, large numbers of migrant workers should
not be allowed to enter Tibet. The migrant workers who are already there should be
gradually moved out to let the region slowly recover its original Tibetan culture, and
then use exchanges to help protect the ethnic culture. ‘Necessary personnel such as
hotel managers or communications personnel and other specialist staff could be
recruited from outside, but there would be limits on the huge numbers of people
coming in to work in the food, handicraft and construction industries.’

‘Tibetan people are faced with two difficult choices when they are faced with the
market economy: even though it touches upon the quality of your life, you are
likely to be more and more sidelined in the un-compassionate market economy,
and so you either withdraw and live your life on the margins of the economy, or
you abandon your traditions and throw yourself into it, but lose your culture.’ Wang
Lixiong said this isn’t the same closed-off situation as before: [describing the
Tibetans] ‘We were poor but we were happy, with butter tea to drink and tsampa to
eat, and we’d sing and dance beneath the blue sky and white clouds with our sheep
and yaks out in the pastures. Life was very good. Now, close neighbors can be seen
with a car and a house in their materialistic lives, but they have lost their souls:
if they don’t abandon their own culture, they can only regress; if they enter the
ranks of those in pursuit of material wealth, they will also abandon their culture and
face a different kind of problem and loss.’

The Tibetan people’s culture is a culture formed by traditional natural conditions
and lifestyles; it is not a culture formed by materialism. Wang Lixiong says that in
one aspect Tibetan culture faces a quite unique natural environment, and in another
aspect it has established a universal religious system. ‘Tibet has been called the Land
of Buddha in the Snow Mountains, and this is the basic concept of Tibet, snow
mountains are its nature, and Buddhism is the core of Tibetan culture. If you take
the Land of Buddha out of the Snow Mountains and into the mortal world to compete with capitalism, how is it going to survive?’
Wang Lixiong emphasizes that Tibetan culture is not just an asset for humanity, it
is also the most valuable thing to the Tibetan economy, it is its competitive advantage, and with such a resource Tibet is attractive to the entire world. Wang Lixiong
says, ‘Everyone wants to come to Tibet on pilgrimage or as a tourist as part of this
worldwide craze for Tibet. They don’t want to see your modernization, they don’t
want to see the changes in Tibet, they want to see traditional Tibetan culture, the
best thing in Tibet is its traditions. Once they’ve been trashed and squandered, what
else does Tibet have?’

‘The door to Tibet has been thrown wide open’
Considering historic and future development, Wang Lixiong’s call for the preservation of culture is a conscious strengthening of protection for the traditional
Tibetan culture and lifestyle. ‘It is of course extremely difficult to cut oneself off
from the environment of the market economy, but I think that as a country which
calls itself socialist and as a country which claims to pay special attention to ethnic
cultures, we need to consider within the trend of globalization whether or not we
have any way of protecting traditional culture. I think in order to protect those
ethnic cultures which are not suited to the market economy and which cannot
grow in a market economy, the concept of ‘Special Cultural Zones’ or ‘Culture Protection Zones’ could be explored.
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Wang Lixiong thinks that with the railway being built to Tibet, the Tibetan people
have lost hope and they feel that their door has been thrown wide open. Before, Tibet
was sealed away behind mountains and skies and protected by the natural environment against the incursions of outsiders. In the 19th century a constant stream
of people tried to go to Tibet, but ultimately it still maintained its unique character
until the CCP’s ‘peaceful liberation of Tibet’ in the 1950s, and even then, only a relatively few cadres went there. After opening up and in particular in the last 10 years,
large numbers of people from society’s lower strata have flowed in, causing the
most amount of damage. ‘I think there’s still time now, but my worry is that the
government won’t do anything.’
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Mining has polluted the environment, and there are now no more pristine river
beds. The mineral water once drunk by sheep and yaks has now changed to an unbearably muddy mess in many places which poisons the animals that drink it. People have to fetch water if they want to drink clean water, and non-poisoned water
that was once at their door now has to be found several kilometers away. Wang Lixiong points out that even capitalist countries protect ethnic minority cultures, that
American Indian reservations are cultural protection areas, and so why can’t China
do this too? ‘I think that the Dalai Lama’s idea of a high degree of autonomy is not
asking for an independent state, but protecting Tibetan culture in the framework of
the state, and this should be a point of common ground. If China suggested a relatively independent culture protection area, it would accord with the Dalai Lama’s
high degree of autonomy, and would be a progressive step.’
Wang Lixiong emphasizes that protecting Tibetan culture is not to deny them the
right to modernization; their lives should be modern, but the problem is that no
one has asked the Tibetan people what they themselves want. ‘I think building
roads, tall buildings, these are all government projects. My definition is what people
need to be satisfied which is not the same as what people want; to eat one’s fill and
dress warmly, to have healthcare and security in old age are appropriate to a comfortable life. If these basic human needs can be adequately satisfied, then lives will
be comfortably led.’ With regard to the damage done to Tibetan culture, there are
Tibetans who say with remorse, ‘We have lost our original possessions, to pursue
what originally we didn’t need.’”

Perspectives: Contracting out Tibetan tourist attractions
to Chinese companies
A Tibetan writer gives an account of the new commodification of Tibetan culture
through Chinese enterprise on a Chinese language blogsite. The blog is no longer
online having apparently been shut down by the authorities.53
“A new trend at the moment is for tourist attractions to be contracted out to mainland companies. As far as the owners of the tourist attraction are concerned, this saves
a lot of trouble — they don’t have to worry about anything and just sit there receiving
the money. The running of the tourist attraction is all taken care of by the mainland company.
For example, Gong’ga Langjiling Monastery in Dabpa County [Chinese: Daocheng,
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It is indicative of the continued importance of propaganda on Tibet’s history that a new
‘prison museum’ has been opened in Lhasa. The museum uses models and language in
a style reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution, with its unsophisticated representation
seemingly at odds with China’s attempts to project itself as an advanced 21st century
world power. This image shows a statue of a ‘feudal serf’ in prison; Tibetans have placed
money in the hand of the model to indicate sympathy. The Tibetan government in exile
commented in a recent report: “At all times, the official voice of the state provides the
[…] explanation, depicting Tibet’s journey from darkness to light, from oriental despotism
to holiday destination, from enslavement by nature to mastery of nature.” (Tibet: A Human
Development and Environment Report’, Department of Information and International
Relations, Tibetan government in exile, December 2007.) IMAGE: ROBERT BARNETT.

in Kardze TAP, Sichuan Province] in Kham is contracted out to a company in
Chengdu. That company’s project is to develop profit-making at the monastery,
from selling tickets and khatag [Tibetan white blessing scarves] and incense to selling statues of the Buddha and thanka [Tibetan religious paintings]. As soon as you
enter the monastery you see employees wearing all kinds of maroon uniforms looking not quite like monks; they look more like tour guides but they’re actually sales
assistants. They first give a simple overview of the monastery, and then try to persuade tourists to buy khatag and incense, exaggerating the benefits the incense will
bring and what disasters will befall them if they don’t buy and burn incense. Each
stick of incense is 200 yuan [US $27], around a meter long with the girth of a bowl.
Incense like this was never burnt in Tibetan monasteries and people think it is very
strange. Once the incense is burnt, people are urged to buy a statue of the Buddha,
and more exaggerations are made about where the statue came from and what good
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karma and fortune it can bring. The most calculated bit of business though is getting tourists to buy thanka but not take them, instead leaving them at the monastery
as a meritorious act. The thanka is then sold to another tourist, and another and
another and another.

to travel to Lhasa during his summer vacation. He was asking things like: “What’s
the elevation of Lhasa?” and “What’s the temperature in Lhasa in summer?”, or
“How much is the train ticket to Lhasa?” and “Before, you wouldn’t often hear ordinary people from the interior saying they wanted to go to Tibet, but now as soon as
you mention Tibet everyone says it. Huh. With the train now, you can go there
whenever you want.”

The monastery has become very lax since being contracted out. The management
at the monastery used to be very strict, and monks who didn’t take part in recitals
were fined. But now none of the monks read scriptures, saying seeing as the tulku
contracted the monastery out for money, where is the need to recite scriptures? It’s
obvious therefore that even if some benefit can be obtained in a short moment of
time, the price paid in comparison is an irrecoverable loss. There are not a few
monasteries in Han Chinese areas which have adopted this contracting out model,
and it is an important reason for the over-commercialization of monasteries in Han
areas. It’s starting to spread into Tibetan areas, and the results could be disastrous.
Many tourist areas have been opened up in Tibetan regions in recent years, but
because of a lack of managerial experience and funding, a lot of them are being
contracted out to mainland companies to run. Local people can gain an economic
benefit in a short amount of time when the contracting company takes people and
provides tourist services, but their social standing is likely to fall to the status of
migrant labor or service sector workers. Locals start to feel subservient to the companies and the tourists, and gradually become shamed of aspects of their own culture, causing it to decline in its own land. At the same time, changes to traditional
lifestyles and traditional means of production will make local people’s benefits
unreliable. Everything comes from the boss who arrived from outside, and there is
none of the autonomy and freedom of before. As soon as they lose their job, they lose
their means of survival. If the tourist attraction loses its appeal to tourists, or if the
contractor folds or goes away, by that time the local people have changed completely
and have no way of going back to their traditional forms of production and lifestyles
and possibly sink into a difficult dilemma.”

Journeys: ‘Even today, there are still some Tibetans
who don’t speak Chinese’
A Tibetan writer wrote the following account of a train journey to Lhasa in January,
2007, published on a Chinese language website.
“Two people get off at Xi’an. One is a good-natured middle school teacher who wants
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A woman with a pale face and freckles on her nose gets off at Xining. A typical Han
woman: slim and fragile, didn’t utter a word, a touch of alarm in her expression.
Aside from sending text messages she was either reading a woman’s lifestyle magazine or embroidering butterflies onto a piece of cotton. Just before getting to Xining she heard me chatting with a Tibetan couple and was amazed: she interrupted
saying I didn’t look Tibetan. She said she had been to Tibetan places like Qinghai
Lake and Tsoshar [Chinese: Haidong TAP], but felt that the Tibetans there were
uncultured; I on the other hand was cultured. I really wanted to laugh. I asked her
what she did and she said she was a grad student studying tourism planning.
There was a young couple whose parents were Han Chinese and who had moved
to Xining way back when to ‘construct the great northwest’. The man studied management in Nanchang [the capital of Jiangxi Province in southeast China], before
which he’d studied at some police officers’ college. He said there were two Tibetan
men in his class. When they first came to the school they were simple and honest,
but by the time they graduated they were swearing along with everyone else. In
the photographs they’d brought from home, the sky was so blue and the clouds
were so white, making him really want to go and see for himself. They were both in
the police now and so it was easy for them to go anywhere they wanted in Lhasa.

Tibet has become fashionable
Tibet has become fashionable. Tibet’s ‘fashionability’ is manifested most in the fashionable professions it attracts. The entertainment industry has a Tibetan flavor.
When a popular singer thought to be called Zhou Peng wanted to re-brand herself,
she chose a more than bizarre name for herself: Sa Dingding. This is just like Zhu
Zheqin, who when she goes to abroad to sing adopts a special Tibetan name — Da
Dawa. Sa Dingding flutters her hands in Tibetan tai qi strokes, she sings in the
Tibetan style and wears Tibetan pendants and colorful Tibetan clothes. Even makeup is getting a Tibetan flavor. The latest Jin Yuxi range of makeup is branded using
the Tibetan script, and that’s not even getting into the whole branding of tourism.
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A Tibet which has become fashionable will become unfashionable. Fashions are
after all fleeting, and will sooner or later become passé. I hope that Tibet soon
becomes unfashionable and is no longer a ‘hot item’, because only then is there the
possibility that Tibet will retain the things that should be retained. If not, Tibet will
become sucked into a fashion whirlpool and become just a symbol of consumerism,
entertainment and clothes and jewelry, while what’s lost is one’s own dignity. Last
year, Beijing’s photography circles had a theory about how best to photograph Tibet,
and some honest and well-meaning photographers said when tens of thousands of
people rush to Tibet with their photographic equipment, they should maintain a
‘respectful distance’ — this is what they mean by mutual respect.

parent. Their eyes were incredibly clear, particularly the nun’s and the young girl’s,
without a trace of impurity, but there was a great deal to see in the young lama’s eyes.
Next to the lama was a fat Chinese woman busy ordering dishes from the menu,
looking like she was his patron as well as his disciple.

I notice that whenever the train goes through a station, Han Hong’s ‘Sky Road’
comes over the PA system, which brings to mind that when you fly into Lhasa, the
song played is ‘The Condor’ sung by Yadong. Each of the two songs uses interesting
symbols: the dragon describes the train, and the condor describes the aircraft, both
rushing towards Tibet and doubtless representing the advent of unstoppable modernization. But there is stealth on the part of the pilots and drivers, they occupy a
commanding position and they are the sole arbiters of power with the great and
awesome power of an emperor; and so as the song goes, gratitude for the fact that
‘barley beer and butter tea will be sweeter’ by the ‘Tibetan sons and daughters’ can
only be expressed with ‘Happy singing voices [that] are heard all around’.
There are only six Tibetans in number 13 carriage. Aside from me, there is a family
of six. A very young woman has with her five children. The young woman is their
aunt. The child with a pennant of the Dalai Lama hanging from his chest is the eldest, and he has with him his two younger brothers and two younger sisters. This of
course is what I found out for myself. They’d barely looked at me at first but when
then heard me speak Tibetan they stared at me wide-eyed and said ‘Böba?’ — are
you Tibetan?
They were all wearing children’s clothes fashionable in Beijing, well fitted and as
comfortable as Tibetan clothes. They adapted to their small surroundings very
quickly, their eyes flashing with delight as they chatted without any inhibitions,
laughing loudly, more natural and relaxed than anyone else. They reminded me of
the three Tibetans I’d seen once at a vegetarian restaurant close to the Lama Temple
in Beijing: a lama, a nun and a young girl. They all looked alike, and indeed when
I asked they told me they were all brothers and sisters from Derge [Chinese: Dege,
in Kardze TAP], the same part of Tibet as me. Their skin was beautiful, with a rouge
inside the whiteness, a whiteness that was translucent and a rouge that was trans-
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The five young Tibetans could all speak Chinese but with a northeastern accent
which became thicker the more excited they became. They had been sent to
Shenyang [the provincial capital of Liaoning Province in eastern China] by their
families to learn Chinese and English, but mainly Chinese. This is because their
uncle is a tulku and has many Han disciples in Shenyang. These five young Tibetans
had started their lives as nomads on the pasturelands of Chamdo [Chinese: Changdu,
in the TAR]. Apart from their auntie who had spent a few years at school, none of
them had ever been to school before. If they’d gone to school in Lhasa, for one they
would have been too old, and for another the study fees would have been too high.
In Shenyang, the fees are only 600 yuan [US $81.39] per year, and they were also
being well supported by the tulku’s disciples. And the results were obvious: having
studied for only 10 months they could basically converse with Chinese people without any problem.
A person from Henan province was asking them all kind of questions: which is easier to learn — Chinese or English, do you like Chinese food, etc. He also said, “The
Dalai harmed the Party and then fled,” whereupon all five children started arguing
so fiercely with him he almost couldn’t take it.
The auntie told me that there were a lot of Tibetans in the hard seat carriages. I really wanted to go and see, and so I went to the hard seat carriages to have a look.
Looking generally around the carriages, some had around 30 Tibetans; some had a
dozen or so — in total there were no more than 60 people. Basically, they were students, although it seemed there were some old Amdowans going to Lhasa on pilgrimage. We weren’t permitted to go to the soft sleeper cars, but we heard from a
train attendant that there were some senior Tibetan cadres in there.
I had to squeeze the train attendant like a tube of toothpaste to get any information out of her, such as: she makes three trips a month, gets 900 yuan [US $122] subsidies and 2000 yuan [US $271] wages. Many people go to Lhasa in the summer and
fewer go in the winter; the railway is always going to be subsidized and never make
a profit, but the state doesn’t care and can afford the subsidy; the Qinghai-Tibet railway doesn’t have much economic significance — its only significance is its political and military significance. It’s hard work being a train attendant. Tibetan farmers
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and herders don’t know about cleanliness and they don’t understand Chinese. Tut.
Even today, there are still Tibetans who don’t speak Chinese!”

has had almost everywhere else in the world. In that sense, the fact that the vast
majority of visitors are Chinese is more or less incidental. However, one result of this
development is a great increase and diversification of people-to-people contact
between ordinary Chinese and Tibetans.

Perspectives: Tibetan culture ‘threatened but resilient’
A European scholar who speaks Tibetan and has traveled widely on the plateau
spoke to ICT about the changes to Tibetan cultural identity following the coming
of the railroad.
“The railway makes long distance travel easier and cheaper for ordinary Tibetans,
especially Amdo people coming and going to Lhasa, and central Tibetans coming
and going to the mainland. But this hardly outweighs the negative impacts.
Tibetan culture is unquestionably threatened by current policies of migration from
the mainland, urbanization and restrictions on freedom of expression. But the issue
has to be framed in a historical context. Pre-communist Tibetan culture was
destroyed to a significant extent in the 1960s on the one hand, but on the other,
even if Sinicisation and repression continue unopposed, it is unlikely that all manifestations of distinctively Tibetan culture and (especially) identity will disappear.
The assumption that rural areas are more ‘untouched’ or ‘traditional’, or less affected by socio-economic modernization or by government policy, is basically false.
Rural areas in many parts of the country have been crippled by deprivation and
poverty of all kinds (especially education and health care) under communist rule,
and in some cases for longer. The fact that village people wear traditional clothes or
live in traditional-looking houses cannot meaningfully be considered ‘cultural survival’. Religion and cultural policy in Tibetan areas outside the TAR is noticeably
more relaxed. In fact virtually none of the monasteries in the TAR are allowed to
function as educational institutions, but in eastern Tibet there are quite a few. In
terms of literacy, cultural awareness and creativity, the Amdo region leads the rest
of the country by far. This does not mean that they are not subject to essentially
the same regime of political oversight and intimidation. And people in these areas
(especially in Qinghai Province) have been the most affected by Western Development Strategy policies since 2000, displaced by mega-projects and dispossessed of
their land or herds in the name of ecology. [See ‘Social exclusion as a result of China’s
economic policies: Resettlement, relocation and urbanization’, p. 105.]

No country is exempt from globalization, and ‘culture’ continually changes and
adapts anyway, but the renewal of Tibetan culture in the global era has been
thwarted by the hardening of Party’s Tibet policies since 1990 rather than by global
interference.”

‘Interpreting Tibetan culture’: A way forward for tourism
Tourism has the potential to bring enormous financial benefit to Tibet and the Tibetan
people. And as an industry, tourism can be a way to support the traditional Tibetan
lifestyle as well as providing training and employment for Tibetans and non-Tibetans
alike in Tibet.
However, the current model of tourism in Tibet not only directs the accumulated profits away from Tibet itself, it also places the power to interpret Tibet largely in the hands
of Chinese guides and tour operators. These non-Tibetan operators are better trusted by
the Chinese authorities to provide — in the Chinese language — the ‘politically correct’
interpretation of Tibet, its culture and its history. “What Chinese tourists take away
as their impressions of Tibet often depends entirely on how their tour guide has represented the situation,” one Tibetan source who is familiar with the tourist industry in
Tibet told ICT. The Tibetan Government in Exile (TGiE) has described what is put on
show by the Chinese authorities as “the inert jewels of Tibet set in a crown of modern
Chinese institutions”,54 which has ever less relevance and connection to Tibetan culture as understood and lived by Tibetans themselves.
In a December 2007 report on Tibet’s environment and development, the TGiE states:
“A telling example of the social exclusion of Tibetans is the regulation of tourist guides.
In trying to draw their own picture of Tibetan history, the Chinese authorities have
created obstacles to Tibetans working in tourism. Skilled Tibetan guides have many
restraints imposed on their work. For the 2006 season alone, 70 new migrant tourist
guides were sent from China under its so-called ‘Guides from Inland to Aid Tibet’.
These Chinese guides are often graduates from college programs that teach an officially approved version of Tibetan history and culture, so that questions from tourists

The huge increase in tourism in recent years has had the effects that mass tourism
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Despite China’s repressive presence and control, religious celebrations and folklore festivals
are still held in many areas of eastern Tibet. These two images show a state-sanctioned
inauguration of the opening of a new ‘Lineage Tree Hall’ at the Kardze Monastery in Kardze
Prefecture (Chinese: Ganzi), Sichuan. (November 2005.) IMAGE: ICT.

are answered in accordance with Chinese propaganda. The growing numbers of
Chinese guides are displacing the Tibetan guides who can speak in depth — from
personal experience — of Tibetan culture.”55
In the process of rapidly expanding the tourism industry in Tibet, Tibetans are being
denied the ability and right to speak for their own lives and culture, even while
increased and even un-trammeled tourism is proving unsustainable in Lhasa in
particular, but also increasingly throughout all of Tibet.
The TGiE states that it is only when local Tibetans are involved that tourism will realize
its full potential to generate economic benefits and improve local living standards. It
recommends better education as the first step towards this goal. The same report states:
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“Providing more educational opportunities to Tibetans, and making the Tibetan
language more prominent, are important steps in the empowerment of the Tibetan
people. Tibetans should also be taught Chinese and English as second languages, since
these are the primary languages of most tour groups in Tibet. The education system
should train Tibetans with the skills and desire to share their heritage and landscape
with visitors. But the challenges spread even wider than this. At the broadest level,
Tibetans need to have the right and the means to both participate in decision-making
and to operate tourism enterprises. This means educating Tibetans in the needs and
desires of domestic and international visitors. Currently, very few Tibetans have the
opportunity to learn these skills. It also means teaching Tibetans about business planning and administration. Traditionally, Tibetan businesses are seasonal, and they tend
to quickly distribute their profits — often as religious offerings. Tourism requires
longer-term planning, longer times than customary seasonal trading, and fair access to
capital. Outside of Tibet, many Tibetans run successful travel agencies or own and
operate hotels, but such opportunities are extremely limited inside Tibet. The tourism
industry is increasingly dominated by large Chinese companies that do not offer training to the local Tibetans.”
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The need for change in the way tourism is managed in Tibet is likely to come in part
from the market itself, as more and more tourists — particularly international tourists
but also domestic tourists from the PRC — increasingly prefer pristine landscapes and
undisturbed environments. This growing trend means that rural Tibetans, who make
up at least 80% of the population of the TAR, could increasingly acquire roles as conservationists and as custodians of the land. By allowing Tibetans greater participation
in the tourism economy, Tibetan culture would be conserved by Tibetans themselves,
and the Tibetan people would benefit environmentally and economically while
retaining the right to interpret their own culture to visitors.
Tourist guides and local Tibetans could be trained in conservation and ecology in order
to enable them to participate in the tourist economy as well as for the broader benefit
of the environment.
The TGiE suggests that genuine ecotourism and ‘ethnotourism’ have great potential on
the Tibetan plateau, as the number of tourists arriving in Tibet, usually seeking an
exotic experience of the ‘real’ Tibet, is increasing each year — accompanied by the
rapid development of an infrastructure to accommodate them.
The TGiE recommends establishing new conservation areas and encouraging local
Tibetan participation in the planning and implementation of tourist activities. The exile
authorities also recommend that the Tibetan people should be granted more control
over monasteries, temples and pilgrimage locations as the present hierarchy does not
encourage local initiative or active stewardship.
A further way to promote responsible tourism is to prepare travelers for their visit to
Tibet by teaching about environmental protection and the survival of the culture.56
International tour operators could play their part by insisting on Tibetan guides as
well as ensuring that visitors are educated about the political and cultural situation
before they travel.57
Fundamentally, if the tourism industry in Tibet does not include more Tibetans as the
stewards of their own culture and environment — the very assets upon which tourism
in Tibet relies — there is the very real risk that the segregation and alienation already
faced by Tibetans in Tibet will become so entrenched as to be irreversible, wholly
undermining Tibet’s appeal to tourists.
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SOCIAL EXCLUSION AS A RESULT
OF CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES
Settlement, relocation and urbanization

“There were some prominent problems in the structure and the function aspect of prairie animal
husbandry […] such as […] the conspicuous contradiction between grass and animals.”
— Du Xiaojun and Cheng Jimin, agronomists1
“To ask whether China wants urbanization is like asking whether a person needs to eat.”
— Tang Jun, sociologist, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences2

Summary

T

IBET ’ S NOMADIC LIFESTYLE

is one of the last examples in the world of sustainable pastoralism. For centuries, Tibetan nomadic herders have made a sustainable
living uniquely adapted to the harsh conditions of the Tibetan plateau. An
estimated 2.25 million Tibetan nomads live with their herds on the plateau,3 migrating
with their herds of yak, sheep and goats according to the seasons of the year, and
producing wool, butter, cheese, yogurt and meat.

But the implementation of Chinese policies to settle Tibetan nomads, and to resettle
Tibetans in towns and villages, threatens the survival of a way of life that is integral to
Tibetan identity as well as the livelihoods of Tibetan nomads. The policies are also
further threatening the survival of the rangelands and the unique biodiversity of the
fragile high-altitude landscape.
A new settlement site for Tibetan nomads in Darchen, in Ngari Prefecture (Chinese: Ali)
in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). The majority of Tibetans live in rural areas, and for
centuries many have sustained themselves through a nomadic herder lifestyle, uniquely
adapted to the harsh conditions and fragile ecosystem of the Tibetan plateau. But the
implementation of Chinese policies to settle Tibetan nomads, and to resettle Tibetans
in towns and villages, are now threatening the survival of a way of life that is integral to
Tibetan identity as well as the livelihoods of Tibetan nomads. This means that one of the
last examples in the world of sustainable pastoralism now faces extinction unless there is
urgent change. Often the new settlements, like this one, are far from community resources.
IMAGE: ICT.

Since the beginning of the Western Development Strategy in 1999–2000, the Chinese
government has been implementing policies of settlement, land confiscation, and fencing of pastoral areas inhabited primarily by Tibetans, dramatically curtailing their
livelihood. Thousands of Tibetan nomads have been required to slaughter their livestock and move into newly built housing colonies in or near towns, abandoning their
traditional way of life. In the past three years the government program to settle
nomads in Tibet appears to have been stepped up, with the arrival of the Qinghai-Tibet
railroad adding further impetus to the implementation of these policies throughout
Tibetan areas of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).
The intent to end the nomadic lifestyle, imposed from the top-down in Beijing, applies
throughout the PRC. Similar policies of moving Mongolian nomads off the steppe in
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Inner Mongolia have been pursued since the 1950s.4 Kazakh nomads in northern areas
of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) were the subject of settlement
policies instituted in the late 1980s, with over 80% of Kazakh pastoral families settled
by 2000.5
In January 2007, Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) Party Secretary Zhang Qingli
described the policy of requiring nomads to give up their traditional lifestyle and
grazing lands to live in fixed settlements or find other work as essential in building “a
beautiful, new socialist countryside.”6 In Tibet, there is an added political dimension.
The policies have been linked in the TAR to the Party’s political objectives of maintaining ‘stability’ and countering the Dalai Lama’s influence.
The ethos of the Western Development Strategy is to create conditions which will
encourage poor rural workers to towns or cities, where they will apparently become
workers and consumers in a new, ‘modern’, economy. The policies also give the
authorities greater administrative control over people’s movements and lifestyles.
In some cases, the authorities claim that they are moving people from their land in
order to protect the environment or to improve their way of life. But there is increasing concern that the imposition of Chinese urban and industrial models on traditional
modes of production is increasingly leading to growing poverty and contributing to
grassland degradation.
A key issue arising from the implementation of these policies is how nomads and
farmers who have lost their land and livelihoods will make a sustainable living in
future, particularly given that they are ill-equipped to compete in the job market with
the increasing number of more skilled Chinese workers. Development agencies active
in remote parts of Tibet have reported to ICT that resettled nomads seldom receive
training in new skills, and few receive the promised subsistence rations. Many must
take out loans to pay for housing or to fence in the land they are allocated. Often they
have no access to health or social welfare.
Rangelands specialist Daniel Miller, who has worked in Tibet with nomads for more
than a decade, says that the nomad settlement policies in Tibetan areas have resulted
in a general downward spiral in the productivity of many areas, loss of biodiversity,
and increased marginalization of nomads. He says: “Nomads and their pastoral
systems have always been confronted with events that change their lives — droughts
that wither grass, winter storms and livestock epidemics that wipe out herds, and tribal
wars that displace people and their animals — but the changes nomads are facing
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Nomad settlement camps are now under construction in many areas of eastern Tibet.
This image shows a new settlement in the small town of Son mda’ (Chinese: Qingshuihe)
in Kham (present-day Qinghai Province). (August 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

today on Himalayan and Tibetan rangelands are more profound and likely to have
more significant, long-term implications on their way of life and the ecosystems in
which they reside than any previous changes.”7

The scale of nomad settlement
Grasslands cover about 68% of the 1.22 million square kilometers of the TAR, as well
as slightly more than 50% of Qinghai Province’s 720,000 square km, and vast swathes
of western Sichuan and Gansu Provinces and northwestern Yunnan Province, totaling some 1.7 million square km (420 million acres; 656,000 square miles).8
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this process.9 The map on page 115 of this report shows where these main areas of
nomad settlement coincide with the remote grasslands the railway passes through en
route to Lhasa.
To give an example of the extent of nomad settlement, according to official figures
there are 148,000 nomad families in the TAR totaling more than 800,000 people, and
100,000 families have already been settled, a total of 540,000 people.10 These numbers
could not be confirmed by sources on the ground. But they suggest that the pace of
settlement has quickened since the period 2001–2004, when the TAR authorities
relocated at least 48,000 nomads and settled them in fixed communities, according to
the Congressional-Executive Commission on China’s (CECC) 2006 annual report.11
A late 2007 Xinhua report referred to plans in Nagchu Prefecture (Chinese: Naqu) in the
TAR, a main hub of the railroad, to settle 80% of the nomads by 2009. Xinhua reports:
“Tibet will invest 590 million yuan (US $80 million) to make 80% of Naqu Prefecture’s
nomads say farewell to the pastoral lifestyle of ‘living where there’s grass and the water,
wandering hither and thither’, and moving into economic, safe and practical new
homes. Naqu Prefecture is a major pastoral area in Tibet. Due to the restrictions of
traditional pastoral production methods and long periods of mobility, economic
development in the pastoral industry has been sluggish. In recent years, Tibet has been
actively implementing industrial structure reforms in Naqu, grassland responsibility
systems, speeding up county-town planning and small-town urban construction. This has
effectively promoted Naqu’s rapid economic and social development. In particular, with
the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway and with more than two thirds of the railway
in Tibet being in Naqu, an economic belt is slowly developing along the railway line.”12
With more than a hundred buildings and more than 200 residences, the Darlag nomad
settlement camp in Golok is one of the largest and most ambitious projects in Tibetan
areas of the relocation of Tibetan herders. (August 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

The number of Tibetans affected by forced settlement or resettlement in towns and
cities is not known but so far it runs into the hundreds of thousands, according to data
from official reports and other available material. The implementation of Chinese policies of dividing up land, fencing pastoral land and settling nomads is well advanced in
many areas of eastern Tibet, including the northern areas of Qinghai such as Golok
(Chinese: Guoluo) and Jyekundo Tibetan Autonomous Prefectures, as well as parts of
Gansu, Sichuan, and Yunnan Provinces, and the TAR. Qinghai Province, including
Golok, led the way in insisting on fencing and sedentarization. Official reports quoted
earlier in this section make it clear that the TAR and other Tibetan areas are following
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Official figures for the numbers of nomads being settled elsewhere on the plateau are
similar in scale to those for the TAR. For instance, Sinologist Dr. Susette Cooke notes
that: “Official statistics put Qinghai’s nomad settlement rate at 89% in 2005, meaning
about 100,000 families — almost half the provincial Tibetan population, and a smaller
proportion of its Mongols.13 A former Tibetan nomad who is now living and working
in the West told ICT that local sources could not confirm settlement taking place at
such speed, but that this might mean that the provincial authorities ordered local
officials to carry out these policies: “Local officials are kept in the dark and most of
them remain oblivious to such policies right until the last moment.”
In 2006 the TAR government, launched a plan to move Tibetan farmers and nomads
into new housing, and 56,000 households with 290,000 members were moved into
new houses.14 According to the CECC, the total number of Tibetans moved into new
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housing by 2010 could be approximately 1.14 million — more than half of the total
number of Tibetan rural residents in the TAR at the time of the 2000 census.15

‘migrant urban districts’ to carry out the policy of ‘concentrated settlements’.20 In late
2004, the government announced that it planned to move 43,600 people out of the
same area, to turn its central zone into a “no man’s land” (Chinese: wuren qu).21

TAR Party Secretary Zhang Qingli says that the policies were essential not only to promote economic development, but also to counter the Dalai Lama’s influence in Tibet:
“[Farmers and nomads] ‘living and working in peace and contentment’ is the fundamental condition for us in holding the initiative in the struggle against the Dalai
clique.”16 His comments apparently reflect the authorities’ view that if Tibetans
become richer, their faith in religion and the Dalai Lama will fade. This has not happened in Tibet.17 It also indicates the official line of ensuring political ‘stability’ through
countering ‘separatism’ through development.
The same Tibetan former nomad told ICT that he believes this to be the key objective
of the Party’s policies on nomad settlement, saying: “Nomads remain beyond the reach
of the state. Their economic self-sufficiency, mobility and traditional and religious outlook on life make them the most difficult people to integrate into the Chinese state.”
Zhang Qingli called upon the Party to support measures to ‘actively organize’ Tibetan
farmers and nomads to move to towns or urban areas to find employment, set up businesses, or seek training in other skills.18

The relocation of Tibetans as ‘ecological migration’
Chinese officials often state they are moving people from their land in order to protect the environment, a form of resettlement known as shengtai yimin or ‘ecological
migration’. This is the “most effective way to restore land to a healthy state,” said one
official involved in the policies.19
But increasingly, Chinese, Tibetan and Western specialists are highlighting the impact
of the undermining of land tenure systems and culture as a factor in the environmental degradation of the Tibetan rangelands, as well as grasslands elsewhere in the PRC.
Far from being environmentally friendly, the consequences exemplify the damaging
impact of the imposition of Chinese urban and industrial models on traditional and
sustainable modes of production in rural Tibetan areas.
The ‘three rivers area’ in Golok Prefecture in Qinghai Province, where the Yellow,
Mekong and Yangtze Rivers all rise, illustrates the scale of ‘ecological migration’: since
2003, the authorities in this area have resettled 28,000 people and constructed 14
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The New York-based human rights advocacy organization Human Rights Watch states
of the policies: “That China is facing multiple environmental crises is not in dispute, nor
is the reality that poverty remains significantly higher in the western part of the country. But the causes of these crises and the validity of official measures supposed to
address them certainly are. And the commitment to environmental protection must be
questioned, given the government’s enthusiasm for infrastructure development
projects, such as mining, in the very same areas. Even assuming the government has
had valid environmental or other reasons for relocating Tibetan populations in
certain circumstances, moreover, the relocations often have not been carried out transparently, with the advance consultation and post-relocation compensation required
under both domestic and international law.”22
One ‘ecological migrant’, Zhou Qiong, told China Development Brief: “I don’t know anyone who has found a job. My husband and I stay home every day and do nothing. Life
is very boring now. The government money is not enough to buy fuel or food for a
year. I cannot speak or read Chinese so it is impossible to find work. I am afraid that we
will starve.” China Development Brief reported that while wealthier neighbors and relatives have been able to make up for shortfalls as a result of losing the family’s livelihood,
all recognize that this is unsustainable. “We can’t live on charity forever,” says Zhou.
“These government policies designed to achieve ‘ecological restoration’ have turned
Zhou and her neighbors into state dependents,” reported the newsletter.23
International development agencies reported to a conference in Sichuan on poverty
reduction that nomads “had been coercively removed, excluded from their rangelands
and made to settle in rows of houses in rigid lines far from the watershed, with no
livelihoods, little compensation and nothing to do but watch television”.24
The policy of moving nomadic pastoralists to towns and cities from the rangelands
where China’s great rivers begin is known as tuimu huancao, meaning literally, ‘withdraw from pasture to re-grow grassland.’25 Qinghai is at the forefront of this policy,
which is based on the assumption that rather than re-vegetating degraded pasture cooperatively with state finance and nomadic labor as partners, the only way to grow
grass and conserve watersheds is by grazing bans that exclude animals for three to five
years, or by excluding the nomads altogether, ending a way of life that was practiced
sustainably for many centuries. The new policy assumes nomads are destructive of
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In the Tibetan area of Kham, the authorities have enforced the growing of shrub
bush in fields that would otherwise be used
to grow a sustainable crop. They describe
this as ‘ecological protection’. Local people
are given bags of rice as compensation for
not planting barley. Although this project
does not involve relocation, it does ultimately alter socio-economic patterns in the
area, and encourages Tibetans to enter the
Chinese market and cash economy of the
local urban settlements as they are not
growing a sustainable crop. IMAGE: ICT.

A visitor to the region who photographed the scrub brushes growing in place of barley
and who spoke to local officials told ICT: “In 2002, the central government decided
that shrubs and trees should be planted instead of crops in many areas of Sichuan. The
directive was received from the Forestry Department in Derge. It is because there is
already enough crop production in China and people in this area can simply buy crops
from stores instead of growing it themselves. The [Forestry Department] told local
people that this policy was because their agriculture was not productive enough and
that it added to the siltation problem in the Yangtze River. The government believes that
this leads to flooding in the rivers in China.28 Instead of planting their inefficient barley fields, they can plant bushes that are provided for them and then they could have
rice. In fact the bush does not really grow in the valley because of the altitude and soil.”

the resource — grassland — that has sustained them over the generations. The policy
invests little in re-sowing native grasses, although the pastoral areas of Tibet are in
urgent need of such investment.
A December 2007 report in the official press stated that 10.6 million mu (706,666
hectares) of grassland has been converted to ‘tuimu huancao’ in Qinghai Province, with
1.9 million mu (126,666 hectares) re-sown.26
Another linked policy is known as ‘withdrawing farmland and renewing the forests’
(Chinese: tuigeng huanlin), involving tree-planting on marginal farmland to reduce the
threat of soil erosion.27 According to Human Rights Watch and other sources, in Tibetan
areas this has been used to justify arbitrary land confiscation, requiring farmers both
to provide labor and other inputs for tree planting, and to seek alternative livelihoods.
Another form of ‘ecological protection’ the authorities have taken in certain areas of
Kham is to enforce the growing of shrub bush in fields that would otherwise be used
to grow a sustainable crop. Local people are given bags of rice as compensation for not
planting barley. Although this project does not involve relocation, it does ultimately
alter socio-economic patterns in the area and encourage Tibetans to enter the cash
economy of the local urban settlements as they are not growing a sustainable crop.
Reports received by ICT indicate that these programs have been in place since 2002 in
Derge and Serthar Counties (Chinese: Dege and Seda) in Kardze Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture (Chinese: Ganzi TAP) in Sichuan, and in neighboring Jyekundo County
across the boundary in Qinghai Province.
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The same source gave an insight into the way such directives are implemented, quoting a local official as saying: “We tried to do this in a similar way that we implemented
the directive from the central government to utilize fencing in 1998 and 1999. We
communicated to the locals how to do this in monthly shang [township] meetings in
the communities themselves. At these meetings, the locals will learn of ways the central government is helping them, and we can issue policy at that time as well. We have
a problem though in that we give the locals the directive but we do not really manage
it afterwards. We would like them to tend to the fences afterwards but as you can see,
the fences now are sort of lying here and there. Actually the young people it seems
would like this as they don’t have to work in the fields and can spend their time in
school which will thereafter be able to get them a job in the larger cities where they
don’t have to stay in the dirty villages.”

The railway’s role in intensification of
the animal husbandry industry
Officially outlined plans for future meat production indicate the trend of policy on
pastoralism. In future, it will no longer make extensive use of large areas of Tibet but
will be ‘scientifically’ concentrated in small areas close to cities. This policy came
into being partly because of persistent disappointment that the nomads of the grasslands seldom became commercial meat producers for the immigrant urban market.
The railroad is an integral part of this plan to intensify the animal husbandry
industry. Certain areas close to cities are reserved for intensive animal fattening,
with areas somewhat more rural reserved for fodder crop production to feed the
penned animals. As for the vast grasslands, they do still have a role to play in animal
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production, but only as animal rearing areas, during the early stages of the life of an
animal destined for slaughter. The grasslands too are reduced to a defined, specialized role. The only animals needed on the grasslands will be young. As soon as they
reach full adult size, they will be sent by rail or truck to feedlot fattening pens, then
to slaughter houses. Meat production will be industrial, rational, efficient and productive. The grasslands need no longer hold so many animals on the hoof, eating
grass. The only adult animals required are the breeders, or those kept for milking
or wool.
Development specialist Gabriel Lafitte says: “No longer is meat production to rely
on extensive land use, or the mobility of nomadic pastoralists maximizing the seasonal use of mountain meadows in summer and lower pastures in winter. The strategy is to separate animal production from the land, concentrating it instead in
feedlots where penned animals are fed grains grown for the purpose. This intensification of production concentrates the environmental impacts, the energy intensity and capital intensity of animal production into small areas close to city markets,
making the vast rangeland largely redundant, available for other productive purposes such as guaranteeing downstream water supply. Since nomadic pastoralists
are largely redundant, their labor can be made available to the growing sectors of
industry by resettling them in new urban centers.
“What China at first saw as empty, unproductive land is now being officially emptied, its stewards themselves herded onto new towns with no urban skills, little
literacy, and nothing to do, forbidden to live with and rear animals on the move with
the seasons. As the land is emptied, it is now deemed more productive.”29
Professors Zhao Haoxin and Chen Yuxiang, contributors to a 2004 conference in
Lhasa on sustainable development in mountainous areas, summarize the new policies of ‘modernization’ as follows: “Transform grassland agriculture. Pen-feeding or
semi-pen-feeding with concentrated feed as supplementary feeding, wherever possible, is to be encouraged. The animal husbandry sector will be reformed and optimized. The goal is to form a pattern of breeding on pasturelands and fattening in
farming and semi-farming areas. In order to protect pastures, the amount of livestock
on hand will be scientifically regulated. In recent years, in order to improve the
productivity and living conditions of farmers and herdsmen, the government has
supported projects of ecological migration, herdsmen’s settlement, and drinking
water supplies. To be out of the plight of poverty and be affluent is the dream of
human beings.”30
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Towns and areas in Tibet where nomadic families are known by ICT to be subject to settlement policies. This is not a comprehensive overview of nomad settlement in the area;
several of the main areas are singled out for this map. WITH THANKS TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH.

‘Official documents testify to the ‘problems’ still apparent in this approach. An
internal work report obtained by ICT from the eastern Tibetan area of Lithang (Chinese: Litang), in the Tibetan area of Kham, frankly admits that the new policy has
failed to achieve any increase in the income of nomads. The report, dated May 2006,
and addressed to the members of a committee of the local county, states: “Although
we have made great progress [in the work], there are still some problems existing:
(1) Difficulties in adjusting the structure of agriculture and animal husbandry;
incapability of increasing the income of the masses; [...] (3) Low economic returns
due to the lack of animal husbandry techniques”.31

Without consultation or consent: The exclusion of Tibetans from
decision making on resettlement
A Human Rights Watch report on nomad settlement concluded that for the affected
populations, current government policies often result in greater impoverishment, and
— for those forced to settle — dislocation and marginalization in the new communities they are supposed to call home. “At a minimum, what is happening to these
Tibetan communities is a further example of China’s economic development drive
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taking place with scant regard for the interests of individuals and communities,
including the rights of the affected individuals.”32

necessarily something that can be converted into cash. “Traditionally, the wealth of the
rangelands was its abundance of butter and wool,” the Tibetan Government in Exile
(TGiE) reports in its study, ‘Tibet: A Human Development and Environment Report’.37
The requirements vary from area to area; Human Rights Watch has reported differing
examples, from nomads being allowed to keep just five head of livestock and leaving
the rest to be slaughtered or to die, others being allowed to keep “30% of their herds”
and others being forced to get rid of all their animals.

Resettlement policies are generally implemented without consultation or consent,
and local people have no right to challenge them or refuse to participate. This is despite
the fact that Chinese law requires that those who are to be moved off their land or are
to have their property confiscated must be consulted, and, if they are moved, compensated for their losses.33
Chinese scholars have noted the lack of legality surrounding the settlement of
nomads, stating that the policies have been marked by “insufficient legal involvement”,
“a lack of legal knowledge from all the parties”, and that “government departments
have an insufficient knowledge of the law”.34
Some nomads are offered compensation packages when they are settled. For some,
with no rangeland and negligible job prospects, their main concern is how long the
compensation package will last. Many of the payments are insufficient; Human Rights
Watch quoted a former Tibetan nomad who had escaped into exile from Machen
(Chinese: Maqin) County in Golok Prefecture in Amdo as saying: “They didn’t give
food or money allowance. Relocated families complain that their life is hard because
now they have to buy everything, even meat and dung fuel for the stove.”35
Another former Tibetan pastoralist from Kham said: “The township leaders encourage people to do business and change their way of life but many Chinese have come to
Tawu County town [Chinese: Daofu, in Sichuan Province] and the township centers.
[These Chinese settlers] have opened shops and restaurants and are overseeing house
and road construction. Tibetans cannot match them in competition because, first, they
have more capital; and second, they have experience and know well how to deal with
government leaders. [...] Some of the households who resettled near our township center have opened shops and restaurants, and since there are many people traveling
through who buy goods and eat, they manage to earn a living, but in the future they will
have problems, because so many Chinese migrants are settling in the county town
and the townships also, and since they have far better skills, I think the Tibetans will
lose out.”36
An integral part of settlement in many areas is the instruction to nomads to sell off or
reduce their herds of livestock, which traditionally represent the wealth and livelihood of a nomad family. Nomads use the term ‘nor’ for their herds, which is literally
translated ‘wealth’, but which conveys the meaning of a value in its own right, and not
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The consequences of settlement of nomads
One of the main impacts of the settlement of nomads has been a loss of social cohesion
engendered by the traditional communal nomadic lifestyle. Unemployment faced by
nomads who have lost their livelihoods, and often their livestock, is leading to community and family breakdowns, alcoholism, and crime.
According to one rural development expert who has worked extensively in Tibet, the
overall picture is of an increasing amount of herding households subsisting in critical
conditions. Michele Nori, an agronomist and expert on rural development in areas of
grasslands, reported from Jyekundo Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in Qinghai
Province, part of the Tibetan area of Kham: “The current situation on the ground is
[...] of a huge number of herding families with limited livestock resources, low livestock
productivity, high levels of indebtedness and limited options to tackle any of these
problems. All this leads to increasing levels of vulnerability and poverty.”38
The difficulties faced by resettled Tibetans are not generally highlighted in the official
press, but a recent article by a Chinese reporter taking a journey on the railroad from
Qinghai to Lhasa gave details of the problems faced by some villagers resettled at a
lower altitude as part of a scheme that the authorities described as protecting the source
areas of the rivers that supply China’s water.
The journalist for China Daily, Raymond Zhou, reported that the livelihoods of villagers
who had been moved from the mountains to a lower-lying area were uncertain: “Farming is out of the question as the high salt content of the land makes it unusable for
farming. Large swathes of Qinghai’s land are salted. [...] Working in the city requires
skills and language proficiency [meaning Chinese language proficiency], something
a Tibetan herdsman is not equipped with. ‘We train them to be welders and drivers, but
it’s much more difficult than we expected,’ said Zhang Xianlin, the chief in the new
village in a suburb of southern Golmud, the industrial city at the Qinghai end of the
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newly-built section of the Qinghai-Tibet railway. Young men who can speak Chinese
have gone to big cities in search of better jobs. Those left behind have a harder time
adapting to the new working conditions.” The article describes how the manager of a
weaving factory had to teach Tibetan women to count from one to 10 in Chinese.39
The Chinese authorities represent the policies as having an entirely positive impact,
and Western journalists on official visits to Tibet have been routinely taken to visit
homes where local people have been settled.40 Journalists who report on negative
consequences for Tibetans can fall afoul of the authorities. McClatchy correspondent
Tim Johnson, who traveled to Tibet unofficially in May 2007, and described the resettlement project as a “massive campaign that recalls the socialist engineering of an
earlier era”, was called into the Foreign Ministry and told that his writings “were not
true and ‘unacceptable’ to the Chinese government”.41

Fencing the grasslands
Traditionally, Tibet’s grasslands were unfenced, allowing complete mobility for both
nomads and their livestock. Nomads practice seasonal migration, which allows sufficient time for the replenishment of the pastures. Their migratory sequence ensures
that the best forage is available to their livestock and ideally enables livestock to lay
down the necessary fat stores to help them survive the long and bitter winter.42
The key characteristics of traditional pastoralism are mobility and diversity. Nomads
traditionally raise different animals, adapted to the harsh conditions of the plateau.
The raising of yaks, sheep, goats and horses together maximizes the use of rangeland
vegetations, and nomads know which soil, slopes, streams and grasses will support an
appropriate mix of animals.
According to a report by the TGiE, “Tibetans traditionally have an intuitive respect for
the natural limits of what the land can sustain. They generally value the ‘precious
earth’ as the basis for all life and the direct source of food, shelter and livelihood. Rather
than trying to conquer nature, Tibetans have adapted their lifestyles to natural conditions. They are not driven by greed or a constant urge for increased yield, but by the
needs of this generation and coming generations to survive — which means, in modern language, sustainability.”43
44

A Western expert told ICT: “In many areas, particularly in Kham, huge bales of fencing
wire are dropped off in the middle of the grasslands by trucks. In many areas, the
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Hundreds of miles of pastures in Tibet are now fenced with barbed wire under the authorities’ plans to enclose the grasslands and settle nomadic herders, as seen here in Serthar
County (Chinese: Seda) in Sichuan Province. (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

nomads who were being settled and having their land fenced off not only had to pay
for the fencing [at 70 yuan — US $9.50 — per mile] but also had to put the fences up
themselves. I asked some local people why they thought the government was instituting these policies. They said that they felt it was all about control of the local population,
through limiting their movement.”
Tibetans who are settled often have to go into debt — without having an assured future
livelihood, as often they have lost their livestock — to pay for part of the cost of housing or the fencing that will divide and enclose the grasslands.
In many cases, nomad settlements are constructed along roads, far from urban settlements or any community facilities. The same traveler told ICT: “I watched one settlement being built in an area of Kham in eastern Tibet in 2005 — the same characterless,
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graze their animals on the allocated land all year round. This led to an increase in disputes not only between different tribes of nomads but also between neighbors within
these tribes.45
As grazing areas elsewhere, too, become scarce, disputes among Tibetan nomads are on
the rise. These disputes have their roots either in undefined historical territorial
demarcations between tribes or the Chinese government’s division of land between
tribes, which disregarded traditional boundaries. The government’s pasture allocation
system is often unfair, with some nomads receiving land with access to water, and
others not.
Arguably Beijing’s top-down approach to implementing policy has undermined
traditional means of resolving these conflicts through the involvement of local
figures of influence, such as Tibetan lamas. In some areas, this appears to be changing.
The scholar Fernanda Pirie has found that in areas where township and county leaders
are mostly Tibetan, the government authorities seem to be aware that feuds among
nomads cannot be resolved by criminal punishment, and ask senior Buddhist lamas and
the nomads’ own mediators to intervene.46
The Chinese authorities are implementing a policy of fencing off grasslands in many areas
of eastern and central Tibet, as part of their intention to settle nomads and end the nomadic
lifestyle. For a very low compensation (around 70 yuan or US $9.60 per km) Tibetan herders
are often required to erect fences themselves in order to limit the mobility of their livestock.
This image was taken in Kham, eastern Tibet, and depicts bales of wire that have been left
in the grasslands for herders to fence off the pastures. (August 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

featureless concrete houses, without electricity or water, before local nomads were
moved there. When I visited again in summer 2007, every house was empty. The settlement had simply been abandoned. People had just left, to go to the town, or, if they
could, back to their herding lifestyles, which is not possible for everyone. The settlement
policy simply hadn’t worked — the only people who benefited were those who were
paid for the construction.”

Disputes lead to deaths as result of nomad policies
Fencing began in the eastern Tibetan area of Amdo in the early 1990s, and according
to Tibetan sources, has led to over-grazing and grassland degradation as families had to
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Even so, Chinese developmentalists and scholars have pointed to the dangers of these
disputes. A 2006 study by the scholars Lijia Caidan and Yang Hude concluded that:
“If we cannot find an effective way to solve these problems, then the disputes over
grassland brought by the worsening of the environment may double, and could seriously influence the social and political stability of Qinghai and even of the entire northwest regions.”47

‘They have forgotten more than many scientists will ever learn’:
The nomadic heritage and official perceptions
The settlement policies emerge from half a century of bias in Chinese policy towards
the urban over the rural, mining over herding, industry over subsistence, and migrants
over the indigenous population.
Fundamentally, the Chinese authorities regard nomadic pastoralism as ‘unscientific’
and in need of modernization. The purposeful and considered moving of herds from
one seasonal pasture to another is regarded as “wandering”; herd structures based on
generations of experience are regarded as “uneconomic” or “irrational”, and nomads
themselves are regarded as “backward” and “ignorant”.48
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the management of the grasslands and does not take into account the values of
indigenous pastoralists.
Rangelands expert Daniel Miller says: “The fact that numerous, prosperous pastoral
groups remain [in Tibet] to this day bears witness to the extraordinary knowledge and
animal husbandry skills of the nomads. [This is a demonstration] of the rationality and
efficacy of many aspects of traditional pastoral production as a means to convert [...]
rangelands into valuable animal products in an environment where cultivated agriculture is not possible. Nomads should be considered as ‘experts’ even though they
may be illiterate. Some old Tibetan nomads have probably already forgotten more
details about rangelands and yaks than many young scientists will ever learn. Tibetan
pastoralists offer an opportunity to learn more about a way of life that is fast vanishing
from the earth.”50

Bales of fencing wire to enclose sections of grassland at the Department of Forestry in
Serthar County (Chinese: Seda) in Sichuan Province. (August 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

Analysts point out that the very concept of nomadic pastoralism on open rangelands
is anathema to the Chinese worldview. As the writer Dee Mack Williams has pointed
out: “Chinese rangeland policy initiatives are informed by a long history of antagonism to the grassland environment and its native inhabitants. For centuries, Chinese
literati viewed and described neighboring mobile populations and their homelands
in the most disparaging terms. These derogatory Confucian attitudes were only
strengthened by Marxist orthodoxy after 1949 [and the Communist revolution].
The Marx-Lenin-Mao line of political philosophy viewed nomadic pastoralism as an
evolutionary dead end standing in opposition to national progress, scientific rationalism, and economic development. Mainstream Chinese intellectuals in the reform era
still consider the land and people to be ‘in the way’ of modernization — obsolete and
disposable in their traditional composition.”49
The Chinese authorities often attribute grasslands degradation in Tibetan areas to the
‘unsophisticated’ practices of Tibetan nomads. This perception, which focuses solely on
the importance of economic development and depicts the rangelands as simply a
resource to sustain livestock, leads to the marginalization of expert Tibetan views on
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Miller says that the ecological knowledge and animal husbandry skills of nomads are
often not well recognized by scientists and development planners working in Tibetan
areas. As a result, nomads have often been left out of the development process, with
neither their knowledge nor their needs being considered by the authorities in the
introduction of more ‘modern’ and ‘scientific’ methods of livestock production.
Chinese researcher Wu Ning, from the Chengdu Institute of Biology with the Sichuan
Academy of Science, says that there is a clear need to raise public awareness concerning nomads’ indigenous knowledge systems in the conservation of biodiversity and
sustainable use of natural resources. Wu Ning writes in a paper on biodiversity in
Sichuan: “The indigenous knowledge of nomads should be scientifically investigated
so that they can be integrated in the practical planning and implementation of development projects.”51

Tackling grassland degradation and protection of biodiversity:
A new message from Tibetan communities and Chinese
environmentalists
“People aren’t afraid of transport links and material goods. What they’re afraid of are
the effects these things can have on people and nature. Community management, and the
research that goes along with it, can help foster a spirit of public works, and help to
slow down or prevent community breakdown.”
— Lu Zhi, the head of the China office for Conservation International
and a professor of conservation biology at Beijing University52
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According to rangelands experts, the Chinese policy of settling nomads goes against
state-of-the-art information and analyses for livestock production in pastoral areas.
Daniel Miller, an expert on rangelands, says: “This body of scientific knowledge champions the mobility of herds as a way to sustain the grazing lands’ and nomads’ livelihoods. Decades of experiences with livestock development in other pastoral areas of the
world and considerable recent research in Asia, including Tibetan areas, all lead to the
conclusion that settling nomads is not appropriate. Livestock mobility should be
encouraged instead of eliminated and nomads should be empowered to manage their
own rangelands.”

pasture at one time and is the only way of guaranteeing the greatest degree of conservation of biodiversity.”56

There is an increasing consensus among Chinese, Tibetan and Western scholars about
the importance of working with, rather than against, the knowledge of indigenous
pastoralists. Chinese scholar Wang Xiaoyi, from the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences, says that after years of investment to tackle desertification in Inner Mongolia, for instance, which is home to one of the world’s largest grassland areas and most
complex eco-systems, there is no sign of degradation coming to an end or even slowing.
Another Chinese scholar, Liu Shurun, who studies grasslands and their people, said:
“Why has so much effort achieved so little? Is it because the underlying policy is
wrong?” Liu Shurun advocates a return to the nomadic style of living and production.53
Chinese scholars questioning the resettlement policy point to Beijing’s failure to
recognize key differences in the management of farmland and rangeland. “Chances
are the original way of living and production had their value and rationale in maintaining a more sustainable ecosystem that is destroyed by the agriculturalization and
industrialization of the grassland,” says Wang Xiaoyi.54
Some government officials have acknowledged the concern of scholars and NGOs on
management of the rangelands, and the issue is due to be raised at a parallel meeting
to the 16th International Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences Conference to be held in Kunming in July 2008.55
According to grasslands specialists, livestock must be mobile to prevent degradation
of the environment and to maintain rangeland health, the basis of extensive grazing
systems throughout the world. The harsher the environment, the further the nomads
must move to acquire forage for livestock. Fencing of land can prevent this mobility
among livestock, leading to degradation of the grasslands. Wu Ning, from the Chinese
Academy of Sciences in Chengdu, writes in his paper on biodiversity: “There is the
principal requirement to ensure the maximum possible geographical mobility for
nomads, because the dispersal of animals limits the pressure of grazing on any one
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American naturalist George Schaller referred to the difficulties faced by nomads
in one area of Qinghai he visited in 2006 as being representative of larger issues on the
Tibetan plateau: “Living conditions are worsening. Springs are drying up, and the water
tastes bad. Sandstorms come more frequently and are more violent, and the weather is
more unpredictable. Turf layers on the hills are breaking up and sliding down, leaving
large bare spots. Gold mining destroys whole drainages. Pastures that once supported
1000 sheep now feed 100. At least a third of the rangelands are considered degraded.
Families are moving away to find better pastures or are being resettled in towns by the
government.”57
Some environmental NGOs and forward-thinking officials are attempting to improve
the degradation of the grassland by involving the local community. An article on the
China Dialogue website, which is dedicated to issues of environmental protection in
the PRC, reported on the work of the deputy secretary of a local environmental
protection committee, Haxi Zhaxiduojie, who has won an award from China Central
Television for his work on behalf of environmental protection and the local community in the herding village of Tsotri (Chinese: Cuochi) in Qinghai Province.58 China
Dialogue reports that the community has sought to learn from the skills of local
nomads, “who are highly sensitive to their environment; they have accumulated far
more knowledge than us about the environment over the years”, according to Wang
Dajun, a professor at Beijing University School of Bioscience.59
Professor Wang mentions learning to respect the role of species such as the pika,
a small hamster-like mammal which has often been blamed by the authorities for
grassland degradation. In some areas, the authorities have laid poison in an attempt to
eradicate the pika. However, international scientific research has shown that pikas
actually benefit the grasslands by aerating the soil when they burrow. Moreover, they
are prey for several species of predator.
Lu Zhi, head of the China office for Conservation International and a professor of conservation biology at Beijing University, showed a similar respect for locals’ traditions
and concerns when he said, apropos the railroad: “People aren’t afraid of transport links
and material goods. What they’re afraid of are the effects these things can have on
people and nature. Community management, and the research that goes along with it,
can help foster a spirit of public works, and help to slow down or prevent community
breakdown.”60
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in tackling wind erosion by planting shelter belts on sand dunes. Grassland degradation
can only be halted and reversed by examining the forces that affect the people who
are using the grasslands. An action plan should be developed in order to address the real
problem systematically.61
Rangelands expert Daniel Miller also recommends the development of a new ‘mobility paradigm’ that combines the indigenous knowledge of nomads with the scientific
findings of outsiders. “An important message for pastoral policy-makers and planners
is the need for active participation by the herders in all aspects of the development
process and for empowered herders to manage their own development,” Miller writes.
A new ‘mobility paradigm’, he suggests, would emphasize that livestock mobility is
essential for sustainable development in the pastoral areas. The mobility paradigm
would concede that houses, livestock shelters, and privately fenced enclosures for hay
production and winter/spring grazing could be compatible with the new paradigm as
long as livestock are allowed opportunistic mobility. There would also be a commitment to devolution, decentralization, and real participatory processes.62

The opening of the Qinghai-Tibet rail lines marks Tibet’s further integration into the Chinese transportation system. It is now possible to travel directly from Beijing to Tibet by rail.
IMAGE TAKEN FROM THE ICT REPORT, ‘CROSSING THE LINE’ (2003).

A way forward
China has so far fallen behind in its efforts to stem the rate of grassland degradation and
to promote ecological sustainability among the nomadic population. Rangelands experts say that the reasons for this failure are complex, but center around inappropriate
policies. There is now growing awareness within the PRC that urgent action is needed
to prevent further grassland degradation, preserve biodiversity, and sustain a unique
pastoral way of life.
As this report has shown, the promotion of intensive livestock production and the
settling of nomads have contributed to the conversion of grassland to cropland. Sedentarization of nomads and reduction in livestock mobility are also degrading the grasslands. Recommendations on stabilizing or restoring the grasslands cannot simply be an
exercise in matching a technical solution with a physical problem — for instance, as
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Analysts also say that there is a need to invest more in rangeland research in Tibet
in order to guide policy and develop appropriate technologies. Research must be participatory, involving local Tibetans, if it is to be effective: sustainable rangeland use
throughout western China depends on the local-level users of the land.
Experts particularly stress the need to involve women living in pastoral areas in finding solutions. As managers of the household, Tibetan women in nomadic areas make
vital decisions about the use of natural resources and do much of the work of livestock
production. Efforts should be made to ensure women’s access to credit where necessary,
and to improve their educational levels.
Participatory research is vital in the context of the political drive to develop the western regions of the PRC. To date, many of the underlying socio-economic and ecological
issues in pastoral areas have not been adequately addressed before development programs are undertaken. Experts with long experience of working with Tibetan nomads
say that there is a real risk that the nomad way of life will be undermined, even
destroyed, due to modern notions of development based on faulty evidence, negative
stereotypes, and untested assumptions.63
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village. Young men and women in the village have gone to cities to look for a job.
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PORTRAIT OF URBANIZATION
‘The town trails up to the monastery gates like
a long stretch of debris’

T

HE CHINESE AUTHORITIES aim to create a ‘capital’ for the grasslands area with the
county town of Dzoege County (Chinese: Ruo’ergai), in Ngawa Tibetan & Qiang
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Aba T&QAP) in Sichuan Province — an area
that is part of the Tibetan region of Amdo. This account by researchers Steven D.
Marshall and Dr. Susette Cooke, who visited the town in the late 1990s, gives a bleak
picture of development in the region.

Dzoege Dzong — Brief description and impressions
The Amdo grasslands county of Dzoege lies in the northernmost stretch of Ngawa
T&QAP. With an area of 10,203 square km it is almost the largest county in the prefecture, only slightly smaller than Ngawa. Lower than the rest of the Amdo grasslands,
it consists almost entirely of a basin of pasture land at an elevation ranging between
2500 and 3500 meters, surrounded and intermittently patched with higher ground.
Along the Black River watershed, much of the land is marshy and rich in peat. A curve
of the Yellow River forms Dzoege‘s western border with Machu County in Kanlho
[Chinese: Gannan TAP, over the northern boundary into Gansu Province], and on its
southern edge it touches Ngawa, Kakhog, Zungchu and Namphel Counties in Ngawa
T&QAP. To the north, the Chinese-drawn prefectural boundary truncates it from the
region of lower Kanlho with which its shares long historical and cultural affinities.

Constructed in the winter of 2004, the Darlag nomad settlement camp in Golok Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Guoluo TAP) in Qinghai Province now houses hundreds
of Tibetan families who once sustained themselves from the land as nomadic pastoralists.
Their livelihoods are now more precarious. IMAGE: ICT.
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Dzoege county town is distressingly similar to Kakhog in appearance, an even greater
blight on the landscape. Creating a ‘capital’ for the grasslands seems to have been the
aim in building the town, but a task that has proved difficult. After the political administration reshuffles of the early 1950s, a site had to be chosen for the newly created
county’s seat, which would satisfy control, transport and administrative requirements.
The Chinese therefore chose the influential Tagtsa Monastery, lying close to the central
Ngawa region and Southern Gansu Province, at an elevation of 3,470 meters. They
commemorated the monastery’s existence when choosing an official designation for
the town, Dazasizhen [a Chinese rendition of ‘Tagtsa Town’]; they then proceeded to
create a particularly unattractive Chinese settlement.
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Nomad settlement as slum area
The town trails up to the monastery gates like a long stretch of debris. In the past a
Tibetan village must have been attached to the gonpa [temple], but now no trace of it
remains. Depressing nomad settlements — little more than rough slums — blemish
the town outskirts, while old, semi-abandoned, run-down compounds compose the
town inside. Everything in the town seems dilapidated. Commercial activity is mostly
confined to the main street towards its south end, where crude wooden single-story
rows of shops and restaurants, mostly run by Hui, line the street. Older government
compounds lie at the north end of town before the gonpa is reached; newer government buildings have been erected at the south end. A milk powder factory appears to
be the only major industrial unit in town, although others are said to be operating.
A slogan on the wall of the Nationalities Trade Company premises exhorts the townspeople to ‘love Dzoege and love the Motherland’, a puzzling directive if the town represents the Motherland’s attitude towards Dzoege. On the positive side, electricity is
available, with some irregularities and blackouts, 24 hours a day, compared to only
five in Kakhog. Along the north flank of the town, the hillside has been partly reforested
and converted into a park, complete with Chinese pavilions placed to give a view of the
town below. Still the only really appealing features are the numerous colorful nomads
visiting the town and their home, the surrounding grasslands. While the usual colonial
infrastructure and bureaucracy fill the compound, the streets are dominated by
nomads. Daylight hours find scores of them roaming the town for shopping, curiosity
or idleness. In that sense, Dzoege grassland nomads have made it their ‘capital’. But
like Kakhog, the artificial grasslands town further south, Dzoege stands for the forcing
of a Chinese-style civilization on the local Tibetans, which is not working very successfully for anyone. The Chinese government’s decision to open either of the lamentable examples of their colonial policy to foreign tourist is perplexing. The official
reason given is that they lie on the direct transportation route around the prefecture
from Chengdu, unlike Ngawa (closed) and Dzamthang (closed), which involve diversions. More significantly may be their lesser reputation for political unrest.
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settlements in the county town area and throughout the countryside. Although possibilities for minimal education, medical care and commercial facilities occasionally
exist in the larger of these settlements, they are generally wretched-looking places,
consisting of shabby barracks like living quarters surrounded by animals’ pens.
Tibetans in them maintain what they can of traditional values and customs, almost all
retaining traditional dress and decorating their dismal Chinese-style homes with prayer
flags. The wear on grazing land that results from the concentration of so many animals in a limited space is easily visible and will create long-term problems with land
degradation and subsequent economic losses for the pastoralists. A few tents seen along
the highway indicate that at least some nomads have managed to remain ‘independent’. Several state ranches have been established in the county, including Baozuo
Ranch, Xiangdong Ranch, Axi Ranch, Wanmu Pasture, Heihe Ranch and the Xiaman
Sheep Breeding Ranch.
Nomad settlements appended to the county town are particularly squalid. Some
nomads have been settled here under government directive, while others have moved
to seek employment or business opportunities in town, some animals with them to be
grazed on outside pastures by day and penned at night in the enclosures surrounding
the residential shacks. Nothing Tibetan characterizes these crude structures, other
than the people living in them. By the formation of neighborhoods like this, essentially unsuitable for a sustained pastoral economy because the now limited grazing
land nearby will not support it, the Tibetans involved will gradually become urbanized,
linked more to the Chinese town than their former traditional lifestyle.”

Pastoralism
Dzoege is an overwhelmingly pastoral county, where until Communist times Tibetans
engaged in a nomadic lifestyle, grazing yaks and sheep, occasionally pigs, and raising
a famous breed of horse. The forced settlement of nomads has been a strongly-pursued
policy in Ngawa T&QAP, however, and many of Dzoege’s nomads now live in fixed
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(Reproduced with permission from TIBET: Outside the TAR, by Steven D. Marshall and Susette Ternent Cooke.
©1997, S. Marshall and S. Cooke, available from ICT’s online store at http://shop3.mailordercentral.com/tibetmerchandise/.)
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ABOARD THE STEEL DRAGON
Environmental impacts along the route of the railroad

E

VEN THOUGH THE NEW TRAIN to Lhasa makes few stops (see: route map, p. 56), the

observant traveler can identify along the way some of the environmental
impacts of Chinese policies in Tibet. This section of ‘Tracking the Steel Dragon’
describes what meets the eye on such a journey to Tibet starting from the industrial city
of Xining, the capital of Qinghai Province. The first half of the journey, up to Golmud
(Chinese: Ge’ermu) is on a railroad built a generation ago and passes through a now
heavily industrialized and militarized landscape. By observing the oil wells, salt pans,
and missile bases en route, the traveler can grasp the rapid changes taking place in
remote central Tibet on the second half of the journey. From Golmud through to Lhasa,
on the track completed only in 2006, the environmental impacts so obvious in the
first half of the journey are just beginning to appear, concentrated along the rail line.

Lanzhou and Xining
For centuries China’s westernmost outpost, Lanzhou, capital of Gansu Province, is
where railway engineers and scientists designed and tested ways of building a railway
that, unlike all the highways, would not buckle and crack, heave and slump every year,
endangering drivers and loads. Despite decades of highway building and rebuilding,
every warm season the highway surface would slump into dangerous potholes, as
water in the soil melted away. Every winter, sub-surface water would freeze and heave
the road surface upwards, in dangerous bumps and bulges.

The Kunlun mountain range towers over the eastern section of the Golmud nomad settlement camp a few miles north of Nanshankou, the first station of the railroad to Lhasa.
IMAGE: ICT.

It took decades of observation of the coming and going of ice and water in the earth to
figure out how to construct a stable bed for rail traffic. That research was all conducted
from and analyzed in Lanzhou. The First Survey and Design Institute of the Ministry
of Railways came up with the master plan, assisted by scientists at the Chinese Academy of Sciences’ State Key Laboratory of Frozen Soil Engineering, a unit within the
Cold and Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering Research Institute.
Travelers who stop over in Lanzhou can visit these pioneers at 326 West Donggang
Road in Lanzhou, just down the street from the older Lanzhou Institute of Glaciology
and Geocryology at number 174, which began the investigation into how to build
roads and railroads across Tibetan permafrost.1
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Trains destined for Lhasa converge on Lanzhou from several directions: from Beijing far
to the east, from Shanghai and Guangzhou in the southeast, and from Chongqing and
Chengdu to the south.

process earch year 10 million tons of crude oil from Tibet and the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (XUAR).4

Xining (Tibetan: Siling) is by far the biggest city on the Tibetan plateau,2 with almost
one million people, at least three times the population of Lhasa. For a city that in 1949
had only 60,000 people, urban growth has been spectacular. There is almost nothing old
to be seen, other than the wooden mansion of the last pre-revolutionary warlord to
rule Xining, Ma Bufang.3 Perhaps for this reason tourists seldom stop in Xining.
Tibetan travelers seldom stop in Xining either, since (apart from students and tradesmen) it is almost entirely Chinese with only two percent of its population Tibetan,
according to the most recent census.
For those with business to transact, Xining, in its far corner of Qinghai closest to the
Chinese interior, has plenty of industries, most of which depend on Tibetan resources.
Xining factories process the salts from the dry salt lakes of northern Tibet, extracting
magnesium and potassium for fertilizers, and lithium and even strontium for a wide
range of industrial uses. In and around Xining are many factories, mostly state-owned,
adding value to the salts, oil and minerals of Tibet by processing them into chemicals
in demand in China’s vast industrial complex. Xining is a chemical city, also a city of
smelters, producing wastes which often pour with little or no treatment, legally or
illegally, into a tributary of the Yellow River. The city, which lies between hilly ranges,
frequently experiences bad air pollution.
Xining faces west, into the interior of Qinghai, to obtain its raw materials, but mostly
it faces east, towards the Chinese heartlands, and particularly towards Lanzhou, capital of the next province, Gansu. Lanzhou has dirtier air, far more refineries, a longer
history as a Chinese city, a bigger population and a wider range of industries, many of
them producing military material. What today is the separate province of Qinghai
was part of Gansu Province, ruled from Lanzhou, until a century ago. Xining is
Lanzhou’s satellite, and the 200 km corridor connecting the two cities is a zone of
intensive communications and production, with high-density farming, expressways,
railways, pipelines and optical fiber cabling. Increasingly, Chinese leaders speak of
Lanzhou-Xining as a single mega-urban metropolitan cluster that includes intensive
crop-growing and animal production serving urban markets.
The refineries of Lanzhou are the destination for all the rail tanker wagons passing
in the opposite direction out of Tibet and into a massive refinery complex, whose
capacity is now being doubled. From processing five million tons a year, it will soon
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Extracting the oil is cheap and profitable, as the traveler will see when the train pulls
in to Golmud, but at present there is little profit in refining, since central leaders insist
that the prices charged by the huge state-owned refineries be kept below world prices
in order to avoid discontent among heavy oil users such as farmers or taxi drivers and
thus fulfill the political imperative of maintaining ‘stability’.
Both Xining and Lanzhou are part of China’s yellow earth (loess) region, of deep but
easily eroded soils formed by the wearing away of the Tibetan plateau above. When the
train departs Xining, the public address system on the train begins to advise passengers
about the precautions against altitude sickness available on board, but Xining is well
below 3000 meters (9843 feet), and not until the train passes Golmud does it climbs to
altitudes requiring adjustment to thinner air.

Heading west towards the great lake
The first part of the journey out from Xining is through farmland intensively settled and
cultivated by poor immigrants to Tibet, on small farms across the yellow earth made
famous by Chinese movie directors of the 1980s.5
The yellow earth is a fine silt, sometimes hundreds of meters deep, created by sediment
from the erosion of the Tibetan plateau. The yellow earth is fertile if not over-used, but
it does not hold water well, and is often over-irrigated at the cost of deep gullies and
serious erosion. In an overcrowded area, this worsens poverty, which leads farmers, in
desperation, to chop down the few remaining trees, plough and plant everywhere possible, exposing the soil to further erosion by rain, wind and snowstorm. So extreme is
the over-population and poverty of this far northeastern corner of the Tibetan plateau
that in the 1990s the World Bank accepted China’s proposition that the situation was
beyond remedy, and the only solution was to ease population pressure, by transferring
tens of thousands of the poor elsewhere, deeper into the Tibetan plateau.6
China’s revolutionaries encountered the ravaged yellow earth in the 1950s. Yuan TsungChen, at the time a young and enthusiastic supporter of China’s development plans in
Qinghai, wrote: “At first, we had marveled at the strangeness of the landscape. It was a
plain riven by deep gullies so that the dirt road either meandered wildly to avoid the
slits in the earth or plunged zigzag down and up the sides of the ravines that couldn’t
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be avoided. The earth had been ravaged and made desolate. I knew from my history
books that these eroded lands were once pastures and forested plateaus. Then the
pastures had been ploughed up to grow crops and the forests had been cleared for farmland. The natural rhythm of nature had been disturbed. Without vegetation to hinder
them, the rains and run-off rivulets of centuries had eaten into the fields and carried
them away.”7

amount of land that each person owns is not sufficient to produce any substantial
harvest. To make matters worse, most of the small fields that villagers own are
littered with sand and stones, making them useless for farming. Fields that otherwise
would be productive are often desiccated because of the unreliability of our
|village’s irrigation system.

World Bank reports of the 1990s describe a similar disaster combining overpopulation, excessive exploitation and acute poverty: “The principal environmental issues
in the move-out area [where 60,000 Han Chinese farmers were due to relocated to
Tibetan areas under the China Western Poverty Reduction Project in 1999] are the
impacts of the extreme soil gradients and harsh climatic conditions under which farming is practiced in the high mountain areas.8 […]The target population live in fragile
agricultural and pastoral lands. In Qinghai, crop yields are low due to poor soil quality,
low rainfall, recurrent drought and undeveloped farming techniques. Increasing cultivation and grazing pressures in mountainous areas are having devastating ecological
impacts and there appear to be limited and possibly even no environmentally sustainable development options available in those areas… Soil erosion ranges from bad
to very severe. There is virtually no natural vegetation left.”9
The rail passenger, insulated from the realities of poverty beyond the train’s windows,
may not notice the consequences of an unchecked influx of migrant workers.

Perspectives:
‘The desert is slowly expanding into our farmland’
A young Tibetan woman, Lhamotso, describes Tibetans’ struggle to survive in
Hainan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (Tibetan: Tsolho TAP) in Qinghai Province
— in northern Amdo.
“My hometown is located in a remote area surrounded, not by beautiful grasslands
and limpid rivers, but a vast expanse of sand dunes as far as the eye can see. We are
a pastoral community, and for over 100 years, the people of my village have made
their living by farming the arid land. Traditionally, local people grew wheat, potatoes, beans and rapeseed, and enjoyed bountiful harvests. But for the past decade,
most of the families in my village have not even been able to produce enough food
to feed their own families. The desert is slowly expanding into our farmland,
making our former way of life impossible. Due to government restructuring, the
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The barrenness of our village’s fields has driven the people to find other means of
income. The people in my family, like many in my village, make money doing
unskilled migrant construction work such as mixing mud for houses and building
roads. They also dig for caterpillar fungus, a medicinal herb which is used to make
medicine. [See ‘Winter worm, summer grass’ — the risks of dependency on yartsa
gunbu trade and increasing competition from Chinese traders’, p. 177.] Except for
these two options, there are no other known ways to earn money to survive. The
problem with both of these sources of income is that they are unstable and unreliable. As the daughter of peasants, I know what a struggle it is for an entire family to
survive on the meager earnings brought in from the fields. I can see this struggle in
the heavy wrinkles on my young parents’ foreheads and their stooped gait as they
come home for the night.”10

Qinghai Lake
The train to Lhasa plunges into the night along the northern shores of China’s largest
lake a shrinking inland sea known to Tibetans as Tso Ngonpo, to Mongols as Koko Nor
and to Chinese as Qinghai Hu, all of which mean ‘blue lake’. It is a habitat for rare
animals and plants.
Geographers and environmentalists have warned that the pressure on this area of
tourists arriving by rail may make the lake disappear in less than a decade.
Shen Ji, a researcher at the Institute of Geography of the Chinese Academy of Sciences
in Nanjing on China’s east coast, said in 2003: “Once the lake is destroyed, it will be
impossible to recover the ecological protection provided by this perfect microclimate.”
Qinghai Lake covers around 4285 square km and is a refuge for many endangered
animals, such as Przewalski’s gazelles, which number fewer than giant pandas, and the
extremely rare black-necked cranes.11 Plants at risk of extinction because of widespread
pollution are found here. But since the 1950s, the water level of the lake has dropped
nearly four meters, and the area within its banks has shrunk by 670 square km.12
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As a result of the passage of the railroad near the lake, authorities anticipate an annual
30% increase in tourist visits. But local officials and environmentalists have warned of
adverse consequences. Speaking at a conference in Nanjing, Shen Ji said: “The upsurge
in visitors would bring more rubbish. The lake cannot take any more, and the construction of hotels and restaurants nearby would add to the contamination.”13

The air-conditioned train to Lhasa makes no stop to see the ruins of China’s nuclear
weapons base. It presses on into drier country, where rivers run intermittently with
no outlet to the sea or to any major river system. From here on, throughout the journey,
the traveler is in areas of internal drainage, where whatever is washed into one of the
many shrinking lakes will stay there forever. There is no natural process for flushing
away toxins.

Because the lakes of Qinghai are shrinking, former shore lines are now desert, especially where these lakes, which have no outlet, have over the centuries concentrated salt
and are now brackish. As a result, the first desertified areas the rail traveler will
encounter lie along the northeastern edges of the lake, where the land is too saline to
sustain farming or even grazing.
The train is now beyond the traditional farming zone as the altitude steadily climbs.
After leaving the lake, the train, running parallel with the highway and the buried
optical fiber cables, cuts south, through the first mountain passes. This part of the line
was built in order to access the arid Tsaidam Basin’s mineral and energy wealth, and was
essential for shipping the output of those new fields back to China. The rail line is
seldom elevated above the surrounding terrain, although in places it is cut into the
rock faces overhead.

Qinghai’s nuclear graveyard as a tourist attraction
It was Qinghai Lake, China’s largest saltwater lake, that was chosen in the 1950s as
China’s nuclear weapons development and testing area, especially for the submarinelaunched missiles China sought in its urgent program seeking parity with the superpowers.14
China shut the center after conducting its last nuclear test in 1998, and much of the
equipment has been removed. But the once secret military establishment now plays
a part in the patriotic story of China’s rise, and is promoted as a tourist attraction.15
A Xinhua report in 1999 referred to the creation of a ‘tourist scenic spot’ at Xihaizhen
in Haibei Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (Tibetan: Tsochang TAP), the seat of the prefectural government and also a retired nuclear weapons development and production
base. “Since 1996, Xihaizhen has received nearly 200,000 visitors from home and
abroad,” the Xinhua report stated. “It is reported that an exhibition hall will be built to
feature the construction and development of the town, as well as models of atomic
and hydrogen bombs and biographies of some experts in the field.”16
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Tsaidam Basin: Treasure-store of the west
The rail line heads west along the northern rim of the arid Tsaidam Basin, known as
China’s ‘treasure house’ of the west due to the huge abundance of natural gas and oil,
as well as the PRC’s largest reserves of lithium, magnesium, potassium and sodium.
Asbestos has been mined at Mangya, far to the west and close to the XUAR border, for
many years and is processed much closer to this section of the rail line, in Chilen
County (Chinese: Qilian). The processing plant leaves highly carcinogenic asbestos
piles uncovered in its central courtyard, according to the Tibet Information Network.17
This state-owned asbestos mining company, on the latest available statistics, employs
around 3000 people, a sizeable work force to be exposed to the deadly fibers.18
The Tsaidam Basin has long been a base for lead and zinc mining — on a modest scale
by world standards in terms of tons extracted — but like the asbestos facility, these lead
and zinc mines, in the absence of sufficient capital invested in modern, safer methods,
are operated in labor-intensive ways.
However, the resource which most attracted China to the Tsaidam Basin and prompted
the construction of the rail line as far as Golmud, its desert terminus for decades, was
oil. China has annually extracted around two million tons of oil from Tibet over the
decades,19 sent on rail tanker wagons to Lanzhou, capital of Gansu Province, for refining,
or processed first at the Golmud refineries and petrochemical plants, where it is made
into fuels, urea fertilizer, plastics and other petrochemicals, in the biggest industrial
complex in Tibet.
Golmud was the end of the line from the mid 1980s until 2006, when the line to Lhasa
was completed after five years of construction and 35 years of planning and research.
Golmud had been little more than an overnight camp for trade caravans, their yaks or
camels laden with trade goods in demand far away. But the rush to populate the whole
of Qinghai Province, and especially those areas suited to industrialization, quickly
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In addition to asbestos, lead, zinc, oil and salt from the Tsaidam basin, China in the
1990s confirmed the presence of natural gas under this sedimentary basin, and brought
in the Italian company Eni/Agip21 to extract it, piping it to Lanzhou and on to major
Chinese coastal cities far to the east. The most recent production figures indicate gas
extraction is currently close to 2000 million cubic meters a year.
Exploitation of the Basin has required laying several pipelines: the gas pipeline of the
late 1990s from the Tsaidam Basin to Lanzhou and the fuel pipeline (now too small
for the present Lhasa population’s fuel needs) from the Golmud refinery south to Lhasa,
following the same route as the highway and now the railway. The corridor south has
been excavated many times, for optical fiber cable laying, pipelines, rail and endlessly
re-dug as highways failed to withstand the Tibetan climate. The laying and maintenance of these underground pipelines exacerbates erosion of the grasslands.

Golmud: The beginning of the line

Major mineral deposits in Tibetan areas of the People’s Republic of China. Note, gold
deposits are too numerous and widespread in Tibet to show on this map. Gold and silver
deposits are generally found among copper deposits in Tibet. This map does not present
a comprehensive overview of all deposits, but singles out some major sites.

stripped the remaining vegetation, denuding altogether the already parched pasture
and its occasionally lush summer meadows.
As the train makes its way to Golmud, it passes many salt lakes. Salt is a major raw
feedstock in the manufacture of plastics and other chemicals, and the potash salts can
be used to make fertilizer. Ever since China abandoned the old practice of recycling
human wastes onto the fields as ‘uncivilized’, the need for chemical fertilizers grew.
China’s factories readily made urea fertilizer from oil, but the potassium needed for a
balanced fertilizer was in short supply for a long time. Only in recent years has China
fulfilled the announcements made over several successive Five-Year Plans — regional
and national development blueprints — to build a potash fertilizer plant based on
Tsaidam Basin salt. In fact, on latest available statistics, China now bulldozes and
extracts 17 million tons a year of potash from the Tsaidam Basin, more than half the
total mineral extraction of the entire Qinghai Province.20
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For international travelers, Golmud has always been a necessary stopover en route to
Lhasa, where the train from China terminated, and the jolting bus ride began. Now it
is the first major stop on the railroad since Xining.
An industrial city in a windswept, barren landscape, Golmud was everything Lhasa
was not. It has become a bleary sight through the windows of the train: chemical smells,
gas flares, giant tanks and endless piping. Not only has the heavy truck and bus traffic
largely vanished, even the logistics center of the transport corridor into and out of
Tibet is shifting down the line to Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) in the Tibet Autonomous
Region (TAR).22
Lhasa and Golmud are directly connected by an underground oil pipeline directly
supplying central Tibet with fuel for all aspects of modernity. Their populations are
about the same size, 200,000 to 300,000; and both populations are composed mainly of
Chinese immigrants.

Up into the permafrost
All four trains to Lhasa — originating in Beijing, Chongqing, Shanghai or Lanzhou —
traverse the most industrialized part of Tibet into Golmud, at night, then, after Golmud,
begin the ascent to the roof of the world, to the highest, coldest and driest parts of the
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entire Tibetan plateau.
In this frigid area, gale force winds blow, sometimes hard enough to derail trains.
Chinese scientific maps show that on the high plateau route, gale force winds (Force 8
or above, meaning winds up to 75 km per hour – 47 miles per hour — with gusts up to
92 km per hour – 57 miles ph) blow between 100 and 150 days a year. This is a climate
of extremes, regarded even by Tibetan nomads as the toughest environment anywhere
on the plateau.
In March 2007 gale force winds — well above Force 8 — toppled a train in Xinjiang,
north of Tibet.23 In April 2006 the windows of another train traveling from Urumchi in
the XUAR to Beijing were cracked by a sand storm and the train was delayed 32 hours
near the site of the accident in March 2007. Eleven train cars were derailed by strong
winds in April 2001 in the same section. No one was killed in that accident. “Trains
are easier to overturn than cars because they are higher and narrower,” said Wang
Fengyu, a physics professor from Beijing Jiaotong University. “In a sandstorm the wind
blows out the windows on one side of the train. Then the winds swirl into the
carriages and capsize them,” said another professor surnamed Wu.”24

Immediate impacts on environment of the transport corridor
across Tibet: The ‘Qinghai-Tibet Engineering Corridor’
The route up onto the high plateau, across the mountains, then finally down to Lhasa
has been blasted, dug, bulldozed, dug up again, probed, tunneled, cut, shifted and
crushed so many times, Chinese scientists now simply call it the Qinghai-Tibet
Engineering Corridor (QTEC).
Along this corridor runs the main highway connecting central Tibet with China, an oil
and fuel pipeline that quickly became too small, a high voltage electricity transmission line, buried optical-fiber cable trunk line and of course the railway to Lhasa. The
pipeline carries 120,000 tons of oil and fuels to Lhasa each year.25 Each of these interventions required extensive earthworks, each time disturbing the fragile balance of
temperature, soil, water retention and biomass. Each new technology cut afresh into
the living turf, further exposing the active layer of the subsoil to erosion.
Some of the man-made intrusions repeated the disturbance many times, especially
the highway, which has been extensively rebuilt many times, because of its repeated
failures and collapses due to the unpredictable workings of permafrost. In 2007, the
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highway was due to be dug up all over again for another major overhaul, turning it
into an expressway, part of China’s national interstate highway network. Chinese
statistics record a dramatic decline in the mileage of Tibetan highways classified as allweather. In the 1980s and up to the mid 1990s, China optimistically classified over 90%
of all TAR highways as all-weather, but by 2005, this was down to only a quarter.26
The QTEC has a long history as a trade route, and, a century or more ago even as a pilgrimage route offering the shortest but most arduous connection between Mongolia
and Tibet. The deep devotion of the Mongols to Tibetan Buddhism brought plenty of
pilgrims this way, but they had to be well prepared, in big caravans with many yaks,
because the route is so high and cold and is so sparsely populated that few provisions
could be obtained along the way. Several European adventurers of the past wrote
accounts of their passage through the mountains here.27
The long history of this difficult but regularly used trade and pilgrimage caravan route
has been rewritten, as contemporary China has inscribed a new story of Chinese heroic
pioneers building a corridor to engineer the advance of modernity through ‘no-man’s
land’ (as it is often called in Chinese), as if human livelihoods in upper Tibet were
unknown and even impossible.
Current policy remains deeply conflicted. On one hand the semi-settled nomads
brought in are now routinely blamed for overgrazing, rangeland degradation, landslides and endangering wildlife; on the other hand Tibetans in these remote areas are
heralded as the main beneficiaries of the new railroad opening up market opportunities for their future prosperity. Official propaganda implies that the entire purpose was
to enable nomads to create wealth. Official statements on a railroad built, officially,
“for consolidating the southwestern border of the motherland and exploiting rich
natural resources along the railway”28 now emphasize the benefit to Tibetans of getting
their meat or even mineral water to distant Chinese markets.
Although the landscape through which the train passes is prone to frequent earthquakes, even a minor disturbance to the soil, even on gentle slopes, can be enough to
cause a landslide when the soil held together by underground ice. A 2006 report by
Chinese and Japanese scientists analyzing landslides along the rail line suggests that
nomads digging the turf at the toe of a gentle slope, to construct a rough sheep pen for
sheltering their herd from gales, triggered a landslide that continued for 10 years.29
This is at one of the three high passes the rail line negotiates, the Tanggula mountain
pass on the border between the TAR and Qinghai Province, the last high point before
the gradual descent to Lhasa.
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Elsewhere along the line, scientists say, landslides are usually caused by QTEC interventions. China, in its constant publicity, is adamant that the railroad is ‘green’ and
entirely benign in its environmental impacts, but China’s scientists, in learned journals,
give a different picture. “Along the Qinghai-Tibet highway, compact thaw slumps are
common in mountainous or hilly terrain. A detailed study has been carried out on
such a landslide at milestone K3035 of the Qinghai-Tibet highway. The thaw slumping
area [...] is arc-shaped. By 2003, the size of the slide was 75 m wide and 103 m long,
and the total volume of the failure mass was about 10,000 cubic meters. The original
sliding was caused by excavation of the slope toe in 1990 during the repairing of the
Qinghai-Tibet highway. After that, the excavation began to collapse in warm seasons
and leave the ground ice exposed to the air.

Soviet experts were of little help because Siberian permafrost is deep and permanent.
But Tibetan permafrost occurs as far south as 32 degrees — no further from the
equator than Shanghai, Lahore, Alexandria or Dallas. Ice grips the soil then melts away,
filtering down beyond the reach of growing plant roots. Then it snows, or glacial melt
percolates unseen through the water table, saturating a broad valley again, until the
earth once more is frozen by the chill winds.

“As the collapsed soil masses accumulated on the gentle slope surface of the ground ice,
the melted water concentrated on the surface resulting in additional losses in strength.
The whole sliding process was a continuous repetition of the original sliding. According to our recent survey and monitoring, the thaw slump [...] has been active for more
than 10 years. That means that, similar to retrogressive flow, thaw slumping will not
stop until the ice-rich permafrost disappears. The results indicated that the collapsed
soils on the ground-ice surface moved much more quickly than the undisturbed
natural ground did. Thaw slumps have damaged local engineering structures. For example, the slump [...] on the highway has blocked a culvert several times. Also, it raises
geo-hazard problems to the Qinghai-Tibet railway because the railway crosses many icerich permafrost slopes where thaw slump hazards should be carefully evaluated.”30

Permafrost on the shifting plateau, climate change and the railway:
Present and future impacts
The landscape traversed by the QTEC has been subject to almost half a century of intensive scientific research to unlock the secrets of permafrost. The highway heaved
upwards in winter and slumped downwards in summer. It seemed that nothing could
be done to create a smooth, civilized, reliable, all-weather road that would last even a
single year without constant need for repair.
Permafrost was the problem. Specifically, the problem of Tibetan permafrost is that
it is anything but permanent. The alternate freezing and thawing of the earth at the
surface or just below it comes and goes seasonally, sometimes even daily because of the
wide temperature swings between day and night.
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China had very little experience of permafrost, still less of building modern economic
development corridors through it. The full resources of Chinese science, from a base in
Lanzhou, were marshaled to capture the workings of temperature in Tibetan earth.
Only in the late 1990s was it clear that enough measurements had been done, all along
the length of the QTEC, to enumerate the causes and consequences of freezing and
thawing, heaving and slumping of the surface. Gradually the numbers came in. The
harder China tried to build a modern road, the worse the problem got. Sealing the
roadbed with tar made it worse. The only solution was to begin again, with a different
transport corridor technology: the railroad, on a different bed, raised, along its entire
length, well above the surface of Tibet, to keep the ground exposed as much as possible to the cold air so that it would remain frozen.
Raising the railroad required embankments of locally quarried rock. Over many of the
most fragile permafrost areas, steel bridges were raised to allow maximum exposure to
cold air. Those embankments and bridges ensure a panoramic view for the traveler
today, but that’s not why China went to the expense of all those bridges, or undertook
the massive earth moving and rock crushing required to raise all those stone
embankments.
Politics took over, and the scientists, back in their Lanzhou headquarters, fear that there
may yet be a lot more to understand about Tibet than was captured in a few decades of
database building. But their ongoing concerns are now brushed aside by the nationalistic triumph of the railroad. When a reporter from Wired Magazine in 2006 met up
with the scientists who mapped the workings of permafrost in the Engineering
Corridor, they were worried.
Journalist David Wolman wrote: “[Lanzhou] is [...] home to China’s top permafrost
research facility, the Cold and Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering Research
Institute. This is where Wu Ziwang and his colleagues used their knowledge of
permafrost physics to figure out how to build on the shifting, fragile ground of the
vast Tibetan plateau, which is about the size of Alaska and Texas combined. Without
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Wu’s team, the Qinghai-Tibet railway would never have been completed. Wu, 70, sets
down his plastic cup of leafy tea and shuffles through stacks of papers. Taped to the wall
of his office is a three-foot-long elevation profile of the newly constructed railway, with
the areas of permafrost most susceptible to thawing highlighted in red. If the permafrost under the train thaws too much, the tracks will slump or tilt, and bridges or
other structures could crack. Trains would be forced to slow down or, in extreme cases,
could derail.
“But now he’s torn between dueling loyalties to state and science. On one hand, Wu the
headstrong patriot is proud of the work Chinese researchers and engineers have done
to make the Qinghai-Tibet line possible. Wu the scientist says he worries that the precarious condition of the permafrost beneath the railway is being overshadowed by the
government’s post-construction celebrations. He points to a stack of copies of letters he
has sent to the Ministry of Railways over the past few years. The general theme: a sometimes pleading, sometimes stern call for better permafrost monitoring and maintenance along the Qinghai-Tibet railway. ‘Every day I think about whether the railway
will have problems in the next 10 to 20 years,’ he says. The government has thus far only
ignored or chafed at his warnings. ‘When I express concerns to the media,’ Wu says, ‘the
ministry and construction companies call to say, ‘Why did you say this? Everything is
OK with the railway, so why did you say otherwise?’”31
But he has good reason to worry. The ground under this railway is what could be called
barely permanent permafrost. Unlike the terrain in Alaska and Siberia, where frigid
temperatures typically keep permafrost well below the thawing point, the subsoil on
the Tibetan plateau is just a few degrees from turning into a muddy, unstable mush.
Such mush is called paludification by scientists, meaning the creation of a bog due to
a rise in the water table. Paludification is one extreme, making the earth too viscous to
bear weight, still less a full passenger train overhead. The other extreme is that of desiccation, the water draining from the soil too early in the year, before plant roots can
reach it and grow. Either way, plants die, the rangeland degrades, and livestock have less
and less to eat. The worst affected are the extraordinary kobresia sedges of the high
plateau, cushiony grasses which are able to withstand the toughest climate and heavy
grazing, and which come back year after year. But they cannot handle paludification or
desiccation. The result is desert, and that is what a new generation of Chinese scientists
is finding, all along the QTEC.
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Environmental impacts of the railroad: Scientific findings
Forthcoming reports show that the accounts of the railroad and its harmony with the
environment are very much in the eye of the beholder. Chinese scientists, from the
same Cold and Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering Research Institute which
designed the railroad, now report on its actual environmental impacts.32 The team
sums up its findings: “During the past 50 years, permafrost has been degrading at a
rapid rate due to the combined influences of steadily increasing human activities and
persistent climatic warming, and extensive accelerated degradation has been observed
along the QTEC.”
The report states that in many locations, the surface vegetation and the top soils have
been completely removed or destroyed, and their absence has led to increased erosion,
with extensive and serious environmental and engineering impacts. At sections where
the vegetation and soils were severely damaged, it will take 20–30 years for alpine
grasslands to recover their ecological structures and biodiversity similar to that of the
original conditions, whereas it will take 45–60 years for the alpine meadows.33
The four Chinese scientists conclude: “Environmental management and protection
along the QTEC are urgent and important for the long-term stability of engineering
foundations, and for sustainable development on the Qinghai-Tibet plateau. Proper
protection and management require the development of a non-interference plan and
acceleration in the enactment and enforcement of environmental protection (laws,
regulations and stipulations) based on an extensive and thorough understanding and
practical rehabilitation techniques for disturbed or damaged permafrost environments.”
These are serious long-term impacts that are hard to repair, reported by a team best
equipped to know, since their institute has published hundreds of reports on which
they draw. Little wonder an experienced pioneer such as Wu Ziwang worries and calls
for better permafrost monitoring and maintenance.34
The older generation made many sacrifices to open up new frontiers for China, and
are officially praised as models for today’s generation who take China’s new wealth
for granted. But often, within a political system that discourages accountability, their
concerns are ignored.
The Lanzhou-based team from the State Key Laboratory of Frozen Soils Engineering, a
lab set up for the sole purpose of engineering Tibet, supports Wu’s worries. An academic report by Chinese scientists states the following: “These environments have
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been and are being changed, damaged, or in some cases, destroyed by the impacts from
the construction of linear transportation infrastructures and other anthropogenic
activities, by overgrazing from expanding flocks and herds of domestic animals, and by
climate warming. The changes in the permafrost environments, some of them irreversible, in turn, have had and are having impacts on the long-term stability of the
constructed engineering facilities/infrastructures.”35

is basically a closed transportation link for people, products and resources traveling
between Golmud and Lhasa with, to date, only one passenger stop in between. Its railroad track and rail-bed maintenance crews are housed in pre-existing settlements. Its
major indirect impacts on the permafrost environments may be in the greater channeling of surface runoffs and domestic flocks through the periodic underpasses in the
built-up railroad bed, the development of auxiliary highways to now-economically
exploitable natural resources, and the expansion of the Lhasa and Golmud towns.
However, neither of them is within the permafrost zones.

The construction of the Qinghai-Tibet highway in 1954 was a pioneering engineering
effort traversing a lengthy distance (531 km) of warm (0 to -4°C) permafrost ground. In
addition to unavoidable destruction of the vegetative mat on the actual roadway overlying the permafrost, the vegetative mats adjacent to the roadway also have been
destroyed as the material was scraped up for the roadway and from nearby pits for construction materials. The roadway initiated the warming and thawing of the underlying
permafrost and the destruction of the adjacent and nearby vegetation initiated similar
warming and thawing processes in those areas. Whenever the roadway was straightened, rehabilitated or relocated because of the development of differential thaw settlement, excessive frost heaving or other problems developed, and the warming and
thawing processes began again.
Other major construction projects also utilized the QTEC. The Golmud to Lhasa Oil
Products Pipeline (GLOPP), which pumps gasoline, diesel and aviation fuels, was constructed during 1972–1977; the Lanzhou-Xining-Lhasa Fiber-Optics Cables (LXLFO)
were installed in 1997; a 110-kV Transmission Line was installed in 2005–2006, and
the Qinghai-Tibet railway was constructed during 2001–2006. The design of a new
express highway from Xining to Lhasa is already underway with the beginning of construction anticipated within a few years. All of these infrastructures and activities are
located within a narrow corridor.
China’s fast-tracked program to replicate the US Interstate Highway system includes
mandatory upgrading of the main highway into Tibet, from the north, in coming years,
since other routes, such as the southern route from Sichuan to Lhasa, frequently suffer
landslides of such enormity that no amount of engineering can keep the road open.
As the scientists note, the first highway made rail construction easier, now the existing
rail line alongside makes upgrading the highway easier. But every time the QTEC is
re-engineered, the impacts intensify. The scientists warn that these man-made impacts
can, at worst, lead to desertification.36 The Qinghai-Tibet railroad has had a much
greater direct impact on the permafrost environment because of the massiveness of
the construction project. However, it has had a much lesser indirect impact because it
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The railroad and energy supplies
Official rationales for the rail line to Lhasa sometimes claim its environmental credentials include reduced Tibetan reliance on local wood and dried yak dung as fuels, thus
sparing the environment. According to this logic, relying on long haul rail transport,
itself a major user of fossil fuels, to haul coal to Lhasa, is a benefit to the environment.
Wang Taifu, an economics expert at the TAR Academy of Social Sciences, considers
that construction of the railway will change the two main consumption structures of
the plateau’s residents’ — fuel and food — thereby protecting the fragile local natural
environment. In the pastoral and farming areas which account for 85% of the population, the principal fuel is dung. Residents of forested areas mainly burn wood, and
people who live in semi-pastoral and semi-agricultural areas mainly burn dung, straw,
and scrub plants as fuel. “It doesn’t matter if it’s dung or wood, scrubs and other vegetation being burnt, they can all cause serious damage to the natural environment,”
said Wang Taifu. “According to experts, after the railway goes into operation transportation costs are set to fall a great deal. Residents living within the surrounding 400
km will be able to use coal and natural gas instead of dung, wood and scrub, which
will not only improve the quality of life for people on the plateau, it will also greatly
reduce the reliance on natural fuels, and will thereby be beneficial to protecting and
improving the local natural environment.”37
The reality is that very few areas along the rail route have been wooded for a very long
time, and the destruction of Tibetan forests was done systematically, for decades, by
the state, especially in the forested areas of eastern Tibet. The use of dried dung as fuel
in the hearths of nomad tents has never caused grasslands to lose their sustainability;
and indeed in the 1990s, wood was frequently burned by hotels and other establishments for heat and hot water.
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Official media have given space to Chinese Academy of Social Science (CASS) specialists on industrialization, who praise the railroad as beneficial for the mutual industrialization of both Tibet and the mega-urban clusters where quarried Tibetan raw
materials will be processed. Liu Kai, an expert at the CASS Industrial Economics
Research Institute, said that the Qinghai-Tibet railway will have an important and farreaching effect in six ways: promoting Tibet’s economic trade both within and outside the region; reducing transport costs; promoting sustainable development in the
tourism industry; speeding up the development and use of the region’s mineral
resources; and reducing regional [economic and developmental] differences.38

itself more than tripled the ton-kilometers of long-haul freight coming into Tibet. In the
20 years between 1985 and 2004 there was a doubling in the freight ton km, a measure
of not only the amount of goods freighted in (and out) but also the distances those
goods traveled. Then, in a single year, the amount trebled, from 1.23 billion ton km in
2004 to 4.19 billion freight ton km in 2005.41 While this in part is accounted for by
increased exports from Tibet of chromite ores and traditional medicines, the main
increase was in prefabricated steel rails affixed to cement sleepers, made far from Tibet,
ready to lay on the new elevated railroad beds across Tibet.

Wang Taifu considers that after the railway is constructed, the consumption structures of Tibet’s residents will change significantly, lessening environmental degradation
brought about by residents’ irrational behavior.
He says: “The arrival of the Qinghai-Tibet train will fundamentally improve Tibet’s
communications installations, significantly changing Tibet’s urban and rural residents’
consumption structures, promoting and improving Tibet’s natural environment and
realizing sustainable development.”39
But the burning of greenhouse-gas emitting fossil fuels to haul more greenhouse-gascausing fuels to Lhasa, for the warmth and convenience of the growing immigrant
population unused to Tibetan cold, hardly qualifies the Lhasa railroad as an ‘environmentally-friendly’ development. Specially-designed diesel engines were built to suck
in and burn more oxygen in the thin air of Tibet as the train hauls its loads thousands
of meters up onto the plateau. China’s railways are major users, as well as the primary
suppliers of fossil fuels all over China, as Chinese researchers have recently quantified.
As recently as 1993 China produced more oil than it could consume. China is now the
world’s biggest oil importer. Now the diesel fuel for the trains departing Beijing or
Shanghai for Lhasa is as likely to come from Sudan or the Middle East as from Chinese
or Tibetan oil fields. Chinese scientists say: “Transportation as the main oil consumer
has been among the most rapidly growing energy users in the world, and the case has
been more serious for the transportation sector in China. The rapid transportation
development in China is largely responsible for the increasing oil demand, and China
is expected to be more and more reliant on oil imports.”40
The demand on the part of high-salaried immigrants to the new cities in Tibet for all
manner of comforts and manufactured goods already makes the TAR an energyintensive, freight-intensive economy. In fact, the peak year for rail construction, 2005,
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Cement is also made in Lhasa, in energy-intensive factories that emit large quantities
of greenhouse gases. Available hydropower is insufficient for these factories, which
are essential to the urban construction boom across Tibet, now accelerated by the
capacity of the train to bring close to one million visitors a year to Lhasa, visitors who
need hotel beds and myriad facilities, all of which require concrete. TAR cement
production was a quarter of a million tons in 1996, which doubled by 2000 to 493,000
tons, doubled again to 960,000 tons in 2004, and leapt by a further 39 per cent the next
year to 1,373,000 tons.42 The furious pace of concreting means the import, by rail, of
cement, which was common in the 1990s as inefficient Lhasa factories were undercut
by imports, or importing the fuels — coal and oil, again by rail, to supply the Lhasa
furnaces that make cement powder.

A ‘green railway’?
Not all proponents of the Lhasa railroad rely on the energy-intensification of Tibet as
an argument for the railroad. Writing in the prestigious international journal Science in
April 2007, a team of Chinese authors take the opposite approach in support of their
contention that this is ‘An Environment-Friendly Railway.’43 Repeating the official line,
they too make a virtue of the necessity of handling permafrost by building lots of embankments and bridges, saying this was done as a wildlife biodiversity measure to ensure unimpeded seasonal migration of herds. They repeat the official figure that almost
six percent of the total construction budget of 26 billion yuan (US $3.5 billion) was “allocated to ecosystem restoration and environmental protection.”
What was this substantial sum spent on? “To avoid disrupting the seasonal migration
routes of animals, including the famous Tibetan antelope (Pantholops hodgsonii), planners added a network of tunnels to their blueprints. (See ‘The impact of the railroad on
Tibetan wildlife: new threats to the ‘high altitude Serengeti’’, p. 211.) To minimize the
negative impacts of the construction, the Chinese government implemented several
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key measures: locations where earth was removed and construction sites were placed
were carefully selected. Vegetation was then removed from these sites and was restored
after the work was complete. Where possible, the railway path was directed around sensitive natural zones, and construction work was confined to the smallest possible area
surrounding the railway.”
The authors also stated that planners detoured around wetlands and lakes wherever
possible, and when this was not possible, they built bridges rather than surface routes
to minimize the impact. They added that the number of stations established along the
line was minimized to reduce the impact of human wastes, and water treatment
facilities were installed at every station.”44
These claims may be somewhat premature. Five decades of Chinese interventions in
Tibetan landscapes, with ever more heavy earth-moving technologies, does not suggest
that China fully understands, appreciates or respects the natural dynamics of subterranean water and ice, the causes and remedies of grassland degradation, the unpredictable flux of permafrost, the causes of debris flows, or landslides and erosion, in
environments with which China has little familiarity.
Official accounts of the journey into the QTEC are lyrical in tone and at odds with
scientific papers on the hazards of engineering on the plateau. The following account
of an official press trip on the train in August 2007 was entitled: ‘Setting Foot on the
Colorful Auspicious Road.’
The report stated (as received): “According to the schedule, part of journalists entered
into Tibet by N917 train along the Qinghai-Tibet railway from Xining, Qinghai
Province. As the train moved ahead, the altitude rose continuously, and the journalists
felt deeply excited. The scene outside the window got increasingly open, so did the
journalists’ frame of mind. Endless Gobi and desert, cliffs and crags, luxuriant grassland and numerous cow and sheep, snowy mountains, white cloud and blue sky all presented majestic beauty. [...] The train seemed to move on a painting which integrates
the road and the scenery and is drawn together by mankind and nature.
“Equipped with comprehensive facilities, the train is safe and comfortable with staffs
providing warm services. [...] The number of people getting access to such grand
scenery increases considerably, while the plateau does not lose its real look thanks to
the coordination of tourism development with environmental protection. The railway serves as a bridge between the plateau and the outside world and a link between
mankind and nature.”45

158

The Chinese government’s dream of transforming the central Tibetan economy has just
begun. Next to the transportation of industrial products the tourist industry is the greatest
beneficiary of the railroad to Lhasa. Here, Chinese tourists and workers at Lhasa station
board the morning train to Xining. (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

Although debate has been suppressed about the railroad’s construction and its impact,
even some officials from the Ministry of Railways, and at least one senior engineer,
have spoken about the detrimental impact that the railway is likely to have on Tibet’s
fragile ecology. For instance, the Ministry of Railways said in 2001 that construction of
the railway would have a “devastating impact” on fragile areas of the permafrost
region, while a senior engineer warned that damage caused to “the delicate ecological
environment” of watershed areas “will be very difficult to recover, imposing a significant impact in the downstream areas.”46
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There is evidence that at a central level, the authorities are concerned about the impacts
to the environment from the railway, although the level of concern is not known. Just
over a year after the opening of the railroad, a ‘study and investigation group’ was sent
from Beijing to “inspect the ecological environmental protection along the QinghaiTibet railway and the operations of the railway line” as well as other related ecological
issues. Led by National People’s Congress (NPC) Vice Chairman Ragdi (Chinese: Redi)
and NPC Standing Committee Vice Chairman and Secretary General Sheng Huaren, the
group went to pastoral areas to inspect “the construction of a new countryside”. They
concluded that the Tibetan environment was “very important”, but one of the solutions
proposed appeared inadequate, to say the least: “the need to further strengthen foreignoriented propaganda on Tibet”.47

Legend’, the Chinese writer Zhang Peng wrote (as received): “It’s a world famous railway.
This is a moment for blessing. The construction quality in frozen earth has reached
the world’s top level. [...] The Qinghai-Tibet railway does not fail to live up to the Party
and nation’s expectation. It wins honor for Chinese nation with remarkable achievement. This is a memorable moment. This golden road leads the whole people on the
plateau to a bright future and it leaves shines on the blueprint of harmonious railway
construction. Railway writes a new chapter in China and even the world history of
railway construction with great achievements. The CPC Central Government and State
Council have great expectation and strict order to railway builders. Today, a scene of rail,
trains, blue sky, clouds, grass, wild animals is formed the prettiest view on the snowland.
Railway builders will promote the spirit ‘challenging limit, keeping forward’ and strive
to build first-class environment protection, operation management and benefits on
the third pole of the earth.”49

Is it possible to say wildlife migrations are undisturbed, as officials claim, or that the
shaving of living turf and its replacement, as a mat, after completion of earthworks,
has been a success? What has been the impact of the extensive use of explosives?48 If it
is so easy to restore grasslands, why has this not been done on the vast areas degraded
in recent decades? Reducing the number of stations en route is presented as a benefit
to the environment. However, this argument contradicts the frequent claim in official
media that the railroad gives Tibetans living near the rail line access to markets and new
opportunities for the creation of wealth.
The single rail line is still an experiment in process, with no scientific certainty that it
will work where highways consistently failed. They failed the test of environmental impact, of safety to drivers and traffic, and of productivity. Whether the rail line will prove
itself to be ‘green’, despite its destructive construction methods, is as yet unknown.
The same scientists who designed and tested the railroad now continue to monitor it.
Many of the authors cited in this section are from the State Key Laboratory of Frozen
Soil Engineering, of the Cold and Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering
Research Institute (CAREERI) at the Chinese Academy of Sciences.
The science is ongoing, producing results at variance with official propaganda. But the
science is communicated in academic terms, in obscure journals rarely seen in the
West except by specialists; while the propaganda loudly proclaims the success of
a ‘green’ railroad, just as the 2008 Olympics is certain to describe itself, whatever
happens, as a ‘green’ Olympics.
The proclaimed environmental credentials of the railroad are intended to be ‘Exhibit
A’ of China’s successful modernization. In a piece entitled ‘Sky Train: Start for New
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Significantly, although the rail line between Xining and Golmud is to be double tracked,
there are no plans announced so far for any double tracking of the line onwards from
Golmud to Lhasa. (See ‘A golden path to prosperity? The political and economic significance of the ‘Sky Train’ to China's rise and to Tibet’, p. 9.) Instead, an expressway is
to be constructed, along the same QTEC, the next massive intervention in a fragile
landscape. The Chinese scientists from CAREERI are watching and gathering data in the
hope of determining whether the triumphant conquest of nature is as decisive as the
official version insists. At the least, the nationalist triumphalism is premature.

Mining along the railroad and its environmental impact
At the highest policy-making level in China, there is tension between the acceleration
of plans to exploit Tibet’s resources and the need to protect the fragile environment of
the Tibetan plateau. As this report has shown, the focus of the Western Development
Strategy is resource exploitation, driven by the need to meet domestic demand as well
as by political aims of integration and assimilation to ensure stability. Given this basis
to Beijing’s planning, an issue as complex and long-term as environmental protection
is likely to be subordinated to, for instance, the construction of a new rail spur enabling
exploitation of a particular mine or the development of a major new resource.
Environmental issues remain secondary to successful completion of the main projects
of the Western Development Strategy, most of which are concerned with large-scale
infrastructure construction and resource exploitation.
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That said, the state is becoming more aware of the long-term economic costs of poor
environmental practice, and threats to economic interests can add weight to central
concerns over environmental problems.
The types of damage caused by mining fall into several broad categories which are
generally seen throughout all of Tibet, if not all of the PRC.
• Accidents or deliberate actions causing damage to land from digging, including the
destruction of mountain slopes and grass cover. Large areas of the Tibetan plateau
have a very thin topsoil, which when stripped away to reach rocks beneath can
take 20 to 60 years to recover.
• Great loss and waste of natural resources. In many of the smaller mining operations
undertaken in Tibet, there is a tendency to try and mine the most accessible
deposits in a mining area first, often making a more controlled and measured
recovery of other deposits impossible.
• Use and dispersal of toxic chemicals. Cyanide and mercury are widely used in
gold-mining procedures in particular. Both substances are highly toxic, and can
easily contaminate water resources for people and livestock.
• Disturbance of groundwater resources. Digging in parts of the plateau can interrupt and stem the flow of aquifers and underground streams which can in turn disrupt the availability of standing water or water flows for people and livestock.
• Landslides. Even the best-planned excavations can lead to unforeseen landslides
and rockslides, which can disrupt the ecology on whole mountainsides.
• Hunting. Mining teams have been held responsible for the decimation of wildlife
for food and for sport, including endangered animals.
• Littering. There is little apparent attempt to clear the daily refuse of the work
teams in some mining areas in Tibet, where large quantities of non-perishable
waste such as paper and plastic are left behind.50
Efforts to clamp down on mining and reassert control by the central authorities have
gathered strength as officials have become more aware of the economic implications
of increased access to resources since the opening of the railway. They seem particularly
to have noted the illegal mining of state resources and the waste of irreplaceable
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An image provided from inside the Shethongmon (Chinese: Xietongmen) copper mining
project near Shigatse (Chinese: Xigaze) in the TAR, run by Canada’s Hunter Dickinson Inc.
through its subsidiaries of Continental Minerals and Tibet Tianyuan Minerals Exploration,
Ltd. Once officially in operation, the mine is expected to have an annual production of 1.17
million ounces of silver, 116 million pounds of copper, and 190,000 ounces of gold. IMAGE PROVIDED BY A VISITOR TO THE AREA.

minerals through unregulated exploitation.
The Chinese authorities in the TAR have started to issue measures to curb some of the
worst effects of mining on the environment. In June 2007, for example, the TAR government announced a ban on the mining of mercury, arsenic and peat, as well as alluvial gold, that is, gold which is found in river beds and other water courses. “Mercury
and arsenic mining can pollute water supplies, peat mining can destroy wetlands and
gold mining can ruin grasslands and rivers,” said Wang Baosheng, director of the TAR
Land and Resources Department, when announcing the ban.51
Gold mining in particular can have a disastrous effect on the environment when
undertaken by private prospectors or by local authorities hoping to make a quick profit.
In areas with a particularly sensitive ecology, the rush of people into an area looking for
gold can be catastrophic. For instance, in February 2002, the official press in Qinghai
Province reported that 20,000 people a year were flooding in to look for gold in the
river beds and sands of the ‘three river sources area’, where the Yangtze, Yellow and
Mekong Rivers all rise. The prompted the government to ban private miners from
these gold fields.52

163

TRACKING THE STEEL DRAGON: HOW CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES AND THE RAILWAY ARE TRANSFORMING TIBET

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

And in March 2007 the TAR government issued a notice requiring all mining operations, even those that had already been approved, to submit an environmental protection plan. The plans must describe in detail the scope and scale of the mining
operation and what measures will be taken to effectively protect and restore the environment affected by the mining project, with the threat that mining operations will be
halted if there is avoidable environmental damage.53

expected to “actively educate the peasant and herding masses to support prospectors
and miners who are legally engaged in prospecting and mining for mineral resources”.
Governments were further encouraged in the notice to “make full use of newspapers,
television and radio to broadly propagandize laws and regulations on mining”, and
people were also encouraged to report illegal mining activities.57 The notice is a strong
indication that popular protests against mining, although generally not reported in
the official press, are rising in the TAR.

However well-intentioned these regulations may be, mining companies can avoid
going to higher tiers of government to seek approval for mining activities, when permission is far more likely to be granted by a lower county or township government
which would be grateful for the revenue generated, and maybe even tempted to
invest in a mining operations themselves. The Chinese writer Wang Lixiong claims
that prospectors often choose to approach lower tiers of government because lower
governments are less likely to know what minerals are available in their jurisdictions
and therefore likely to charge mining companies less for use of the land.54
The issue of local governments and officials holding a financial interest in mines came
to the fore in 2005 and 2006 during a spate of fatal mining accidents throughout the
PRC. A characteristic shared by many of the mines involved was that they were owned
in part by government departments or officials responsible for safety inspections. In the
rush to profit, particularly from coal in China’s energy-hungry market, safety measures were neglected to the extent that mining accidents became and remain unduly
common — in 2005 for example, 80% of the world’s reported mining fatalities
occurred in the PRC.55
Orders from the central government for local governments and government officials
to divest their interests in mines in the name of safety by August 2005 were largely
ignored, and almost a year later the central government was still struggling to convince officials to divest — while accidents with multiple fatalities and judged avoidable
were still occurring.56

Ensuring ‘social stability’ through mining
A notice issued by the TAR government in November 2007 called on local governments to “further strengthen their management of mineral prospecting and exploitation activities” in order to protect the environment and to “preserve social stability”. The
notice reportedly called on local governments to tighten the supervision of areas under
their jurisdiction where mineral resources are found; but governments were also
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It is also a cause of deep resentment for Tibetans when mining operations encroach
upon and damage — or even completely destroy — sites regarded as sacred, such as
holy mountains.58 According to popular beliefs in Tibet, the mountains, rocks, waters,
plants and soil of the Tibetan plateau are inhabited by various spirits and deities who
can become malevolent if they are not propitiated or still more if they are offended.
Mining by its very nature disturbs natural balances in land and water resources, and any
unfortunate occurrences are frequently blamed on spirits supposedly angered by
mining. For instance, gold mining around Lake Manarasovar in the far west of Tibet was
reportedly stopped in 1990 when locals blamed an outbreak of smallpox on the presiding deity.59 Lake Manarasovar adjoins Mount Kailash, one of the holiest mountain
sites in Tibet for Buddhists and also for Hindu pilgrims from India and Nepal.
Protesting against mining can be extremely dangerous for Tibetans. The Chinese Constitution unequivocally states that all natural resources are the property of the state, and
protests by Tibetans against mining have been interpreted by the Chinese authorities
as a protest against the state — a “splittist” crime. This is particularly so when protests
against mining projects have apparently been fueled by — or at least expressed through
— religious sentiment, which the Chinese authorities regard as underpinning nationalism and “splittist” intent among Tibetans.
For instance, Kabukye Rinpoche, a tulku at Nabzur Monastery in Lithang County
(Chinese: Litang) in Sichuan Province — in the Tibetan region of Kham — reportedly
lodged protests with the local authorities covering a range of complaints surrounding
mining operations close to his monastery. These included concerns about how blasting close to the monastery was causing problems for the local nomads and their livestock, concerns that mining was eroding grasslands, and concerns at the number of
Chinese migrant workers entering the area to work the mine. Kabukye Rinpoche was
detained on June 10, 1996 ostensibly on suspicion of posting pro-Tibet independence
posters in Lithang, a charge which he reportedly denied. He was eventually sentenced
to six years imprisonment on charges of “splittism”, and was released in 2002.60
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In May 2007, several hundred Tibetans demonstrated in protest when a mine owner
began excavating Yala Mountain in Kardze Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese:
Ganzi TAP) in eastern Tibet. Yala Mountain is sacred to Tibetan Buddhists, and it was
being mined for lead and zinc. A group of eight elderly people had reportedly tried to
protest through recognized channels, legally petitioning the Sichuan provincial government in Chengdu, but they disappeared and were presumed to have been arrested.61
Notably, although the protesters probably had religious objections to the excavations,
they complained that the mining “caused environmental degradation, killed endangered animals and drove away tourists”62, couching their appeal in terms of economic
and environmental concerns that would be more likely to get a hearing from officials.

had “left behind soda cans, old boots, milk cartons, sacks of calcium carbonate [used
in road-building]... and there was polystyrene everywhere, seriously affecting the natural environment.” He goes on to note that in the contract signed by the local township and the mining company — based in Hunan Province in the Chinese interior
— mining operations were strictly prohibited on nomads’ summer pastures and
near major water sources, and yet, “none of this was respected in the slightest and
the environment was seriously damaged. For example, the summer pasture was
dug over and seriously damaged.” He noted also that miners had been picking large
quantities of medicinal plants from the grasslands, a procedure which can also be
very destructive.65

Unusually, China’s official press reported the demonstration, but made no mention of
the facts that the protesters were Tibetan and that Yala Mountain is a holy site. “About
300 villagers smashed mining equipment, destroyed cars, hurled stones at police and
attacked members of the working teams in an attempt to halt exploitation of a lead
and zinc mine,” a report by Xinhua said.63

The project visited by the student was only one of 30 similar projects being undertaken at the same time in Tibet by that one Hunanese company, the foreman told
the student. The foreman added, “This was before the train, but now that the train
has come there are going to be many more.”

Mining companies have been known to try to allay such concerns. The Tibetan writer
Woeser has recounted how a senior lama was persuaded to perform a ceremony to
move spirits from a local holy mountain where mining was supposed to start, so that
the local population’s concerns would be appeased. The lama was reportedly not wellliked by local people because he readily obeyed the local authorities’ orders to regularly
denounce the Dalai Lama. Woeser recalls how an old man living close to the mountain
said to the lama that seeing as he could persuade these mountain spirits to leave, could
he also persuade the spirits in far away Mount Kailash to come instead as he was
getting too old to make the pilgrimage.64

Perspectives: Mining and sacred sites

Perspectives: Mining, roads and the railway
The environmental destruction brought about by mining activities is a cause of
deep resentment among Tibetans living close to mining areas. A young Tibetan
student who was studying in the Chinese interior expressed his concerns about a
mine near his home area in Tibet when he returned there during his summer break
soon after the railway opened in 2006. His comments were included on a Chinese
language website:
The young student reports walking along a newly-built road and coming across an
area where a work team had spent the night. He recalled seeing that the work team
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A young farmer from the TAR told ICT about mining activities near a Tibetan
monastery and pilgrimage site. Local communities are typically excluded from the
planning, with Tibetans having little or no say in how the projects are carried out,
and local Tibetans seeking employment are passed over in favor of Chinese workers
from other provinces.
“Another major objective of the Chinese government in extending the railway to
Shigatse is that they want to plunder the mines in the areas. At Nyangra Township
under Namling County [Chinese: Nanmulin, in Shigatse Prefecture], the Chinese are
extracting hard rock [Tibetan: chakdo]. About 10 to 15 truck-loads of black rocks are
taken daily to Golmud from the county. Most people employed there are Chinese.
It was started in 2005 and the Chinese are still digging and transporting it all to
China with heavy vehicles.
From 2002 to 2004, at least 100 Chinese miners extracted gold (we believe it was
gold, but no Tibetans have seen the materials that the Chinese extracted from the
mountain). The Chinese miners were in army uniforms and they excavated mines
for two consecutive years.
Sokpo Monastery is located on the other side of this mountain. This monastery
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accommodates about 15 monks. It is about two days walk from Phodam Township
in Namling County. The monastery is built near these areas, which are traditionally
considered very holy pilgrimage areas for Tibetans, and Tibetans all over Tibet visit
there on pilgrimage. It also has many statues of Guru Rinpoche and I myself have
gone for pilgrimage to these areas in 2004. The road leading to this monastery used
to be very rough and now it has improved a lot due to the Chinese mining works.
Later, the monks of Sokpo Monastery and resident Tibetans raised serious concerns
over the continuous mining by the Chinese. They also conveyed that due to unrestrained mining, the monastery could be severely damaged since it is located just
behind the mining site. The Tibetans in the area have expressed strong disappointment at the destruction of holy pilgrimage sites. It’s quite difficult to get into
the monastery if one does not know the way. Now, the Chinese have reportedly
halted excavation at these holy pilgrim mountain areas.
In 2003, the Chinese attempted to dig close by a mountain opposite Sebu Monastery,
which is under Phu Township, Namling County. The monastery is located about
3 km from the township and it has about 50 to 60 residents [Tibetan: Ngagpas].
However, lamas and township leaders have not allowed them to extract mines
from there.
Miners are usually Chinese nationals who come from China. Local or resident
Tibetans are not consulted about mining projects. Chinese miners mainly discuss
these issues or mining work with the township leaders, who work under the guidance of the county leadership.
Chinese miners first visit different mountain areas with the help of local Tibetans
for a preliminary examination and then collect samples from different mountains
and return back to China. They normally collect samples in September and October. Initially, two to three Chinese come, then the township leaders help them hire
some local Tibetans to find routes to possible mining areas, and then they hire
horses and go searching for three to five days. They are equipped with tents, food etc.
Lama Mountain is a day-long walk from Tana township where Chinese miners
have searched and we heard that Chinese miners have found oil there. The color of
the mountain is red. Some people say that there is gold there. In 2004, our township
leaders associated with the Chinese miners constructed roads and now we can reach
the Lama Mountain in 3 hours by truck. The township leaders are of the view that
this road will help the local nomadic Tibetan families and it was constructed for
the convenience of nomadic people. However, it’s for sure that it was constructed
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An image provided from inside the Shethongmon (Chinese: Xietongmen) copper mining
project near Shigatse (Chinese: Xigaze) in the TAR, run by Canada’s Hunter Dickinson Inc.
through its subsidiaries of Continental Minerals and Tibet Tianyuan Minerals Exploration,
Ltd. Once officially in operation, the mine is expected to have an annual production of
1.17 million ounces of silver, 116 million pounds of copper, and 190,000 ounces of gold.
IMAGE PROVIDED BY A VISITOR TO THE AREA.

not for the welfare and convenience of local nomadic families but for mining
purposes only.”

Perspectives: How mining has degraded the environment;
Tibetan despair
An ex-political prisoner spoke to ICT about mineral extraction in the TAR. Rather
than benefiting the local economy, he told ICT that mining projects have contaminated drinking water and degraded the environment while extracting valuable
resources. He also said that workers in the mine are mainly from Sichuan Province.
“Compared to before, the village appearance has improved with new buildings, but
inside there was no improvement as income has increased proportionally to inflation. Just by looking at new houses, any outsider would assume that conditions
have improved, but the actual living conditions of the village dwellers have not.
What little improvements that have occurred are minimal, considering the amount
of mineral resources the Chinese extract from Tibet. In Medro Gongkar [Chinese:
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domesticated animals have died from drinking water from these water sources.
The whole place would be contaminated with the smell from the mine.
Another mineral extracted from a different site around Medro was copper. In one
day about seven truck loads are carried away from that site. Iron ore and lead are
extracted from two other mine sites. The iron ore is transported to an area called
Chaga, about 20 km away from Medro. You can earn about 40 yuan [US $5.40] per ton
for transporting iron ore to that factory.
Another thing that happens at the mine site is that every month, about two to three
huge 18-wheeled trucks are loaded with some precious stones, which are taken to
Lhasa’s biggest army station. These precious stones are carefully put into sacks,
which are then sealed with stamps. These sacks are than placed in boxes and then
into trucks, which are driven with two jeep escorts to the biggest army station in
Lhasa. Truck drivers are not allowed to enter the army station, they are asked to
wait at the gate and an army officer drives the truck in and returns the empty truck.
Existing main railroad lines, and towns and cities in Tibetan areas mentioned throughout
this report.

Mozhu Gongka], in Lhasa Municipality in the TAR alone, there are four mineral
excavation sites. The biggest site is in Gyama and excavation at that site started in
1991. The main mineral is iron ore and according the Chinese statistics this mineral
site would supply iron ore for 20 years. In one day, about 72 truck-loads are extracted
and extraction would continue for nine months out of a year. The roads freeze in the
winter, so work gets halted until the freeze thaws. People say the Chinese initially
extracted a diamond the size of a cigarette carton and after that they started
extracting iron ore.
The road-building started in 1991 and it was specifically aimed at transporting minerals. So far, little more than 10 Chinese mine workers have died and rumor has it
that workers cannot make loud noises around the area as it can induce mysterious
hailstorms. People also say that a possessed Tibetan woman appears at Chinese
workers’ tents and that she tears the tents apart with her long fingernails. The Chinese do not believe in such things and they don’t care about other Chinese dying,
so now during the day the mine site is so noisy and its environment damaged.

The only way locals can benefit is by transporting minerals using their own vehicles, so there are many people who have bought vehicles with loans in hope of earning a little extra money. Since 1991, officials have been saying that minerals will
run out after 20 years and it will cause water sources to dry out. If it is true, farmers
will not be able to survive on the land anymore. The environment has already
changed, as there are no more wild animals since the Chinese workers have been
killing them, though Chinese law prohibits the killing of [endangered] animals.
Most workers are from Sichuan Province, but they stay in the area throughout the
year. There are about 80 to 90 Chinese who have been living in our area since the
start of the excavation project. Chinese workers are paid about 90 yuan [US $12.18]
per day, while we would get only 20 yuan [US $2.70].
Complaints get ignored so there is no point in approaching higher authorities.
There are a few Tibetan mine workers. And there are some in the management
circle of the excavation team, but they too have to approach higher Chinese personnel, which makes it pointless to complain.”

The waste from the site, mainly iron ore wastes, is piled into big heaps and when it
rains, water would carry particles down to the local river and contaminate it. Many
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‘WINTER WORM, SUMMER GRASS’
The risks of dependency on yartsa gunbu trade and
increased competition from Chinese traders

A

and their livelihoods, ill-prepared to compete
with Chinese migrant workers for employment, more and more Tibetans
depend on collecting the fungus known as yartsa gunbu to earn a living. Yartsa
gunbu, which in Tibetan means ‘winter worm, summer grass’, is bought by traders and
sold to pharmaceutical companies and Chinese medicine clinics across China. It is
prized for its medicinal properties that many believe fight cancer and aging, and
improve male virility.1
FTER THE LOSS OF THEIR LAND

Even in this sphere, Tibetans face competition from Chinese and Chinese Hui Muslim traders in collecting yartsa gunbu and acting as middlemen to take the fungus to
market, according to reports received by ICT. In some areas, Tibetans have set up roadblocks and taken other measures to prevent Chinese workers from participating in
collection.2 According to one survey, during the growing season in 2007, some 500,000
people were looking for yartsa gunbu in 18 counties surveyed in the TAR, Qinghai,
Sichuan, Gansu and Yunnan Provinces.3 There are some fears about the sustainability
of collection.4
The railroad has affected the trade. More migrant laborers are coming into Tibet on
the railroad, thus increasing competition for the collection and sale of yartsa gunbu,
and it has also become easier to export the fungus.
The increased trade in yartsa gunbu has led some local officials restrict its collection.
Most areas require that collectors purchase a license, while other areas have implemented residency restrictions to deter outsiders from collecting in the local area.

More and more Tibetans are dependent upon collecting the fungus known as yartsa gunbu
to earn a living, particularly as they face the loss of their land and their livelihoods and
increasing competition with Chinese migrant workers for employment. This image depicts
Tibetans and Chinese buying and selling the fungus, the name for which translates as
‘winter worm, summer grass’, on the street in Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) in summer 2007.
The railroad has facilitated easier access for yartsa gunbu traders. IMAGE: ICT.
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Yartsa gunbu (Cordyceps sinensis) is endemic to the Tibetan plateau as well as surrounding
areas in Nepal, India and Bhutan. The fungal spores spread through the air to a host
caterpillar, turning it into a stiff, 5–15 cm long ‘grass’ that is then dug out of the ground
— the plant is also popularly known as ‘caterpillar fungus’. The trade can provide some
nomad families with up to half of their yearly income.
Groups of Tibetans and Chinese spend weeks at a time camping on mountainsides
and collecting this rare and valuable fungus. Most of it is exported to China, where it
is known by the direct translation into Chinese of ‘winter worm, summer grass’ dongchong xiacao, after passing through markets in Chengdu and Lhasa.
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While yartsa gunbu generates significant income, the collectors receive varying income in exchange. Although one estimate published in the official media claimed that
only 10% of the collectors receive any direct benefit,5 independent scholar Daniel Winkler, an expert on the fungus, told ICT that the value of Cordyceps for the collector is
likely to be far higher. This is backed up by the first person accounts presented below.
Winkler estimates that 40% of the cash income of rural Tibetans came from yartsa
gunbu collection and that in good production areas such as Nagchu (Chinese: Naqu) in
the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) the figure is likely to be double this estimate. In
2004, for instance, collected Cordyceps represented 8.5% of TAR GDP, higher than mining or industry, according to Winkler.6

mountain, where we can dig for caterpillar fungus in my locality. And people from
other shang [townships] are not allowed to enter our place and if anyone from other
shang or places comes, then they will get beaten up by the local people — the government doesn’t even interfere. The standard of living for people in our place is not that bad
these days because of the caterpillar fungus. Caterpillar fungus is enormously expensive these days and most of the people would like to do business with it, especially
when it is in season. There are so many Tibetan caterpillar fungus businessmen but
most of the businessmen are Chinese, Chinese Muslims. I heard that people use the
caterpillar fungus for medicine and it is also said that if you put it among your clothes
it can protect your clothes against being eaten by insects. Richer people soak it in wine
and drink it, and then it can cure diseases. But in our place, people don’t use it at all
themselves, we just sell it.”

A May 2007 Xinhua article reported that while in 2001 a kilogram of yartsa gunbu cost
approximately 16,000 yuan (US $2164), by 2007 the price had skyrocketed to between
80,000 and 100,000 yuan (US $10,821 — US $13,526) per kg. In the 1960s a kg of yartsa
gunbu could be traded for a few packets of cheap cigarettes;7 by 1980 it had reached
200 yuan (US $27). Another article claimed that by 2007 a kg of high quality yartsa
gunbu was worth as much as 280,000 yuan (US $37,873),8 considerably more valuable
than gold.9 (This only applies to the top-end of the Cordyceps market — it is still possible to buy less high quality Cordyceps for much less). One yartsa gunbu trader attributed the high prices to speculative stockpiling.10
Daniel Winkler says: “Nomadic Tibetans have traded caterpillar fungus with neighboring Chinese regions for centuries. But locals say that booming domestic and international demand has made the annual hunt more intense, and enriched a class of
Tibetan brokers.” Winkler adds that during the season for collection, “Children get
special school holidays to go picking, officials leave their workplaces, and in some
areas influxes of thousands of temporary pickers take much of the crop after paying
high permit fees, sparking violence with locals and even killings, according to Chinese news reports.”11
According to the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, on June 27, 2007,
a group of Chinese Muslims clashed with a group of Tibetan youths in Nagchu — an
area divided between the Tibetan regions of U-Tsang and Kham — leading to the arrest
of approximately 30 Tibetans. A fight between the two groups broke out over the trading of yartsa gunbu, and it was alleged that two Tibetans were tied up and beaten.
A protest over the treatment of the two Tibetans subsided only after a high-ranking
lama from a nearby monastery intervened.12
A Tibetan farmer from Kham in eastern Tibet told ICT: “We have a special place, a
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The sustainability of the trade
A survey by Chinese researchers carried out in 18 counties of the TAR, Qinghai, Sichuan,
Gansu and Yunnan in summer 2007 found that in the TAR and Qinghai, the current
amount of yartsa gunbu had decreased dramatically from the quantity found 25 years ago.
One of the scientists involved in the survey, Yang Darong, said: “Currently, even though
it’s not the growing season for yartsa gunbu, if collectors see it they pick it, even if it’s still
at the stage of rotting caterpillar, and leave only the stalk. This makes it extremely
difficult for yartsa gunbu to propagate the following year.”13 Daniel Winkler said that the
research did not take into account that there was only a fraction of the numbers of
people collecting the fungus years ago, so accounts of its proliferation 25 years ago
might not represent the reality on the ground.
A young Tibetan woman from Dechen County (Chinese: Deqing) in Dechen Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Diqing TAP) in Yunnan Province (in southern Kham)
remembered that when she had been a teenager she and her family would go from
July to October every year into the mountains to collect fungus: “We would dig deep
into the ground to find hundreds of the small brown acrid-smelling fungi.14 When I was
a child, the people in our village could collect nearly 10 kg of them a day, and sell them
in the night market for between 30 yuan [US $4.05] and 180 yuan [US $24.34] per kg,
depending on how late it was in the season. In one season, a family could earn up to
3000 yuan [US $406], enough to sustain them for years. But over time, the hunt for
these valuable mushrooms stripped the forest floor, and left huge gashes in the earth
where nothing grew. This year, although it was near the end of the season, we had only
earned 500 yuan [US $68] from our mushroom trade.”15
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Perspectives: A farmer’s account
A Tibetan farmer from the TAR who is now living in exile told ICT about yartsa
gunbu-picking in the area where he used to live.
“We have to get permission to collect fungus once a year, and it is a dangerous business as there are so many different people with different attitudes and mental temperaments. It is only safe to go with trusted friends, since a few people were killed
and their fungus stolen. Stabbings are almost a sure occurrence at fights these days.
People have been picking fungus for a long time now. Supposedly picking fungus
will lead to an increase in the number of fungus the following year. Some would put
a single grain into the hole that is left after the fungus is pulled out.
Chinese [Hui] Muslims constitute the highest number of pickers — as they buy lots
of permits and come in the hundreds. In some areas, about 500 Muslims would
come and their sheer number would intimidate rivals. These Muslims can be very
aggressive and in Kongpo Gyamda [Chinese: Gongbu Jiangda] in Nagchu they outnumber the Tibetans, so in the market Tibetans are coerced into buying from their
shops.
People sell fungus to Khampas [Tibetans from Kham] at the market in Lhasa. They
in turn sell them to the buyers in big cities in China. Families keep one or two fungi
for treating illness ranging from stomach, kidney, and liver. These are the richer
bunch in our town, as the rest would only sell to garner extra money.”

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

Golok gives them a reason to leave the comforts of early spring in Sichuan and to
brave the rough mountain roads which lead to a land where even in May herds of
yaks still wake up covered with night snow. For in this month in Golok the season
for collecting yartsa gunbu starts.
What Tibetans call yartsa gunbu is the strange result of a parasitic fungus (Cordyseps
sinensis) infesting a caterpillar of a Thitarodes (Hepialus) moth that lives in the soil. The
Tibetan name yartsa gunbu reflects the origin of this extraordinary organism.
A caterpillar is infected by spores of a parasitic fungus that enters its body through
the mouth or respiratory pores. The fungus takes over the caterpillar’s body and
eats it up from the inside — the mycelium slowly fills up the whole exoskeleton of
the former caterpillar. To complete the reproductive cycle, the head of the dead
caterpillar produces a fruiting body, the Cordyseps, designated by Tibetans as a
“grass”. For centuries caterpillar fungus has been used in traditional Chinese medicine as a component of many multi-purpose medicines, and the alpine meadows
of Golok are one of the three areas of the Tibetan plateau known for particularly
good yartsa. A combination of high altitude and the high humidity is a distant echo
of south Asian monsoons, which get here through the river valleys and create conditions favorable for yartsa growth.
The quantity of yartsa in a given season depends on rain and snowfall — too heavy
snowfall during winter and spring makes yartsa rotten and causes losses in the harvest. The season for yartsa-gathering starts in the beginning of May and lasts till
the middle of June, when growing grass and mountain flowers cover everything
and then gatherers have no other choice than to wait for the next season. But up to
that moment every rain in the area is welcomed by gatherers and traders with
screams of joy: “gormo bab gi!” — it’s raining with money!

Perspectives: The trade in yartsa gunbu — ‘It’s raining with money!’
The following account of local Tibetans’ involvement in the trade in Golok Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Guoluo TAP) in Qinghai Province (part of the
Tibetan area of Amdo) was provided to ICT by a scholar who has traveled in the
region and who wishes to remain anonymous. Names in the account have been
changed. The source provides details of ‘yartsa trading fever’ and the concerns
regarding its continuation.
“Tenzin together with his brother and sister came to Golok from the part of the
Tibetan-inhabited world that today belongs to the Chinese province of Sichuan.
It’s mild weather there, beautiful landscape, barley fields and warm log-houses are
famous among Tibetans who are unlucky to live in areas with a harsher climate. But
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As the season for harvesting yartsa approaches a fever breaks out in the area —
some schools schedule nearly a month-long holiday to let the students help their
families in harvesting. Even distant relatives that have quit the life of a yak- and sheepherder in hope of making a musical career in Xining, the provincial capital, come
back home. Women with small children quickly look for (male or female) babysitters — the usual rate is 3000 yuan [US $406] per month for taking daily care of the
baby and the household. Not only relatives and not only Tibetans would like to take
part in the ‘gold rush’. However, this year [2006] local authorities introduced a regulation banning entry to Golok to all people from elsewhere, as well as their relatives. A traveler to Golok will meet many checkpoints on the roads — a barrier, a few
tents temporarily housing the policemen on guard — and on the dusty road a queue
of waiting Toyota Landcruisers packed with passengers, nomads on motorcycles
181

TRACKING THE STEEL DRAGON: HOW CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES AND THE RAILWAY ARE TRANSFORMING TIBET

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

and groups of people sitting at the road-side and waiting for somebody to lift the
barrier closing the way to the pasturelands still covered with last year’s dry grass.

and nobody is in a hurry to get back home. Among the middlemen buying the harvests there are Tibetans, Han Chinese and Hui Muslims. Under the main branch of
the Agricultural Bank of China there is a crowd of Muslim traders buying yartsa
from nomads and gatherers 24 hours a day, seven days a week. In the eyes of most
Tibetans, Muslims are the most powerful traders. In the eyes of most Tibetans Muslims are the most powerful traders. Although they are otherwise held in low
esteem — the town’s government didn’t approve a recent plan to build a mosque
here — the laws of the market prevail over prejudice. ‘I sell to the one that pays me
more,’ Tseten, one of the Tibetan little wholesalers, says. But his competitor adds
to the story: ‘It would be good if the Chinese big bosses came directly to us, because
Huis paint the yartsa yellow so that it has a better color and insert pins in them so
that the yartsa gains weight — these are not honest tricks’.

In this season Golok nomads stay in their winter houses and only in July will they
move to their summer settlements with black spider-like tents woven of yak hair.
But during the day their winter settlements are almost empty. Having drunk a few
bowls of butter tea with cheese and tsampa everybody who can sets off for the mountains. Through the ice-covered river and between herds of yaks that at this time of
year already have calves bravely marching to the grasslands, one needs to reach
high mountain slopes. That is where yartsa grows. Yartsa gatherers’ work is not easy
— as close as possible to the ground, on the knees or crawling, one has to patiently
look for a tiny brownish ‘head’ of the fungus sticking out of the ground. It is as
brown as everything that is found in the mountains before the real spring starts
and before grass starts growing. An 11-hour working day in high mountains where
sometimes the sun burns and sometimes the wind blows hats off heads, ends in
the evening with counting the number of plucked pieces of yartsa. A cheerful 17year old girl Tsering, always wearing a fancy pink hat, has found 22 pieces of yartsa.
Her mother got a better result — she collected over 40 pieces of fungus. Cleaned of
the earth with a toothbrush and dried on the stove, the yartsa will wait for somebody
sho will take them to the town for sale. People say that this year for quite a big piece
of yartsa, traders will pay some 20 yuan [US $2.70].
In the multiethnic cultural context of China, the yartsa trade brings together three
of the big ethnic groups within the modern day borders of China. In little Dawu you
can always see Tibetans speeding on motorcycles through the dusty streets of the
town, Hui Muslims in white caps (their wives and daughters in black mantillas), Han
Chinese — local administrators and those small-businessmen that came here, to the
Chinese Wild West, to try their luck in earning a few yuan at the market where competition hardly exists. Han Chinese are the least ‘native’ — some people wonder if
there is any Chinese burial place. The urban legend goes that every Han Chinese
goes back to his home province, perhaps Hunan, Shanxi, or Sichuan, to die there.
Tibetans are the first link that opens a flow of yartsa from Tibet via mainland China
to the outside world. During the afternoon or in the evening in every town or village
in Golok there are small groups of people sitting on the pavements with a bag, backpack or a suitcase. There, tightly packed in plastic bags that once contained noodle
soup there is yartsa, brought straight from the mountains. Calculator and scales
help in discussing yartsa’s quality. In the folds of the overlong sleeves of Tibetan
robes prices are being voicelessly negotiated in the language of gestures. For many
nomads it is also a rare opportunity to take a break in town, so discussions last long
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Tsering is a tall man of 44 years with pale brown eyes which he hides behind gold
framed sunglasses. Heavy gold jewelry mingles with huge coral necklaces around
his neck. His home county is Jigdril, in a distant corner of Golok. After de-collectivization — which started in Tibet at the beginning of the 80s — Tsering’s parents
were assigned a number of animals that were supposed to represent what they had
before the transformation of the rural society into a system of communes. However it was improbable that nine children would be able to survive on the government-calculated herds, so Tsering decided to try his luck in business. ‘I carried petrol
poured into lemonade bottles to the nomads’ settlements to exchange it for sheep
skins, but then I lost everything buying pimo [a kind of herb growing in Golok grasslands, 1000 yuan/kg]. I was nearly ruined with only 300 yuan in my pocket. For 100
yuan I bought a bus ticket to Gabde [Chinese: Gade County, in Golok TAP] and the
rest I put into my next business. And — again — in the morning I would go to nomads’ camps to buy yak hides, while in the evenings I was trading something else,
and when I finally forgot how it is to be bankrupt and I got back my lost money, I entered the yartsa trade without thinking twice’ — he says. Today in the Gabde market
you can clearly see that Tsering is somebody of importance. If he only knew how to
read and write Chinese better he would no doubt go to mainland China to start his
business career there. But he still has very concrete plans for his future in Gabde.
Asked what his next step in business will be, he says immediately: ‘Antique shop.’
The yartsa trade gives a chance to nearly everybody with modest capital to invest
and a nose for business. It gives you a chance to change your life if the previous one
wasn’t satisfactory. Tsering’s friend and neighbor Rinchen, wearing a North Face
brand sports jacket and suit trousers, sits on a small Tibetan carpet spread on the
stairs to the motorcycle repair shop. His narrow eyes quickly count the numbers of
yartsa brought by gatherers. Only six years ago his family still lived a real nomad’s
183

TRACKING THE STEEL DRAGON: HOW CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES AND THE RAILWAY ARE TRANSFORMING TIBET

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

life in Koche Valley. But Rinchen decided to sell all their 80 yaks and move to the
town to look for a better future. When he saves some money, he always puts aside
a few yuan for an offering to one of the local Buddhist temples which have mushroomed in the last decade in Golok. He believes this helps, for sure, to increase one’s
luck in business. Tseten, a former monk at Ragya Monastery, had similar hopes
when he disrobed and came back to society six years ago. For an ex-monk, a man in
his thirties, having no job, no land and no animals, the yartsa trade was the only
way to start a new life. So he borrowed 3000 yuan at 5% and for the first time in his
life bought yartsa to sell later at a profit. Today he is one of 20 Tibetan middlemen
who operate in his town. Although the bulky contents of the money belt that he carries under his sheep-fleeced robe suggests that its owner is a mobile bank, Tseten
complains that compared to other wholesalers he owns nothing. He hasn’t built a
new house but — yes, it’s true — he bought a new motorcycle to ride to distant
mountain valleys and buy yartsa at its source. It’s a risky business — he says: ‘I lost
my money not once but twice as the prices can change several times between morning and evening.’ His poor knowledge of Chinese worried him a bit but he found a
Hui Muslim named Xiao Ma who agreed to go into business with him, and Xiao
Ma makes sure that the Chinese documents are properly filled in and all tax regulations duly followed. Tseten is mindful of his family’s former nomadic life when he
comments on the regulations: ‘Look, for us traders, it’s pretty bad that they banned
entry to Golok for gatherers from the outside, as that means less yartsa on the market. But for herders it’s better — nobody walks through their pastures and destroys
the delicate and scanty grass.’

life. The youngest daughter has recently enrolled at a middle school that guarantees
her later success in entering one of the colleges in the area. Her family knows that
with a good education Kalsang’s future is assured, so they paid for an English-language course as well. Without savings from yartsa, that would have been impossible. The mathematics is simple: for the price of one middle-sized caterpillar fungus
one could buy 10 kg of roasted barley tsampa flour, or over 2.5 kg of mutton or yak
meat or 1.5 kg of butter. And how did it look before? Tenzin Drolma remembers
that when she was a teenager (some 30 years ago), her family used to bring full bags
of yartsa from their mountains, but there was no big demand for it those days. ‘It
started sometime around 2000,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what the Chinese use yartsa
for. I heard it’s good for cancer and when hair goes grey it helps to restore the color.
And when you put it into a baijiu [rice liquor] bottle you will get a drink that helps
your health — but only in small amounts!’ Rumor has it that the recent success of
Chinese swimmers in winning gold in the diving contest in May was a result of including yartsa in their diet, says Tenzin’s husband from in front of the TV screen.

Kalsang’s family has 70 yaks and around 150 sheep. This doesn’t make them one of
the richest herders in Tibet. When Kalsang was a little girl she lived with her whole
family in a sod house in the upper part of the valley. Later, thanks to savings from
the yartsa trade, they managed to hire Chinese builders that built for them a threeroom green dragon tiled house with a portrait of the late Panchen Rinpoche above
the kitchen door. And in the guestroom the family’s guests are welcomed by a poster
of Chairman Mao wearing his well-known grey suit with a tropical paradise-like garden in the background. In the kitchen there is a stove where one always finds a tea
kettle, a huge cozy family bed, a wardrobe made of a series of boxes which can be
taken apart and moved on a yak’s back, and a TV set. Having plugged it into a
portable generator one can watch a romantic Chinese series on Qinghai TV dubbed
into the local Amdo dialect, or a young Tibetan singer from Chengdu competing in
the Chinese equivalent of Idol.
This house, built by one of the hundreds of Chinese construction teams that build,
prayer-wheel houses, banks and expressways, represents a big change in the family’s
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Tenzin, after his attempt to found his business empire by harvesting caterpillar fungus in the mountains, has a new scheme to improve his life. He lurks in the shadows of the local market and earns money playing sho — a modern version of the old
dice game found among many Central Asian nomads. Paper boards spread on the
ground are divided into pictures of various animals (a yak, a horse, a panda etc.)
and a pair of big dice. Yesterday, Tenzin brought home 55 yuan [US $7.44]. Players risk
losing their money, of course, but that’s not the only sense in which the game is a
gamble. At every exit from the playing area a lookout stands guard and everyone
hopes the police will remember that it’s better to stay away from this part of the
town. Gambling is illegal, of course.
A yartsa trading fever infects everybody. Prices of all goods in the town go up. Suddenly renting a car to Golok gets more expensive — the prefecture isn’t a particularly popular region outside the yartsa season. Yartsa is one of the most common
topics at the table or behind the wheel. Tenzin’s uncle, who runs a Tibetan carpet
manufacturing company in India, will visit China soon. Maybe he’ll be interested
in starting a yartsa business as well. His nephew sent him an e-mail: ‘If you’re going
to buy, buy now as it’s fresh and of best quality.’ Tashi, Tseten’s brother, also a monk
at Ragya Monastery, admits that he dreamt of many many yartsa. Although he gives
no importance to dreams at all, he is worried by the ever-growing scale of the trade.
It is a bad omen for the Golok grasslands and the yartsa itself. Extinction may happen soon, he says. Its over-exploitation is one of the reasons why outside collectors
have been banned from Golok. But those who are lucky enough to own land in
Golok, or who managed to avoid the checkpoints, are still collecting yartsa.”
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PERSPECTIVES
The importance of protecting a ‘poetic world’
1

Skepticism about its efficacy has often been expressed. Jia Shouning, director of the Qinghai Province Chinese Medicinal Plant Research Institute, was quoted as saying that while it is good for treating lung and kidney conditions, it is not regarded in Chinese medicine as being particularly efficacious. ‘From Winter Worm
Summer Grass to Pu’er tea — what myths are stoking astronomical prices’ [从虫草到普洱茶 谁炮制天
价神话], Fortnightly Discussion [半月谈], December 11, 2007, available (in Chinese) at: http://info. biz.hc360.com.

2

One researcher who has spent a long time on the plateau told ICT that Tibetan exclusion of Chinese
collectors has been quite successful in many counties in Yushu and Golok TAPs in Qinghai Province.

3

Source as endnote 1.

4

A group of botanists at the Chinese Academy of Sciences say yartsa gunbu may soon disappear in parts of
southern Kham (in modern-day Sichuan and Yunnan Provinces), although some independent scholars with
experience on the ground believe these reports are not convincing, saying the estimates were too high to
begin with. ‘Chinese Academy of Science’s survey: Yartsa gunbu soon exterminated’ [中科院实地考察:
冬虫夏草快灭绝了], Xinhua, August 7, 2007, available (in Chinese) at: www.chinatibetnews.com.

5

‘The joys and worries behind sky-high prices for Yartsa Gunbu’ [“天价虫草”背后的喜和忧], Xinhua,
May 28, 2007, available (in Chinese) at: www.xz.xinhuanet.com.

6

Unpublished research by Daniel Winkler, available at www.mushroaming.com. Source as endnote 4.

7

Source as endnote 5.

8

Source as endnote 4.

9

Another article confirmed that the price of a kg of yartsa gunbu is over 200,000 yuan (US $27,497.08 ), which
by weight is more expensive than gold. Source as endnote 4.

10

Ibid.

11

‘Tibetan Herders Join Rush For Prize Fungus’, Reuters, June 13, 2006, archived at Tibet Environmental Watch
and available at: www.tew.org.

12

Although in general the Chinese authorities have implemented policies that are aimed at limiting or
undermining the influence of local religious leaders, in situations of conflict they still have an important role
to play, and their traditional authority is often recognized and accepted at a local level.

13

The survey was carried out by the Chinese Academy of Sciences. Source as endnote 1.

14

According to yartsa gunbu specialist Daniel Winkler, this is likely to be beshing shamo, or ‘oak mushroom’ (pine
mushroom in English), which has a strong aroma and is mostly valued by the Japanese. It is a different type
of fungus to yartsa gunbu.

15

This story is featured in the book ‘Heavy Earth, Golden Sky: Tibetan women speak about their lives’, C.
Michelle Kleisath (ed.), 2007, Shem Women’s Group U.S.A., p 62, available to order from www.lulu.com; see
also: http://shemgroup.org. Shem is a women’s group dedicated to empowering Tibetan women and their
communities through grassroots development.

“Tibet not only has mirror-smooth lakes and kowtowing pilgrims, it has iron-ore
smelters rising on the banks of the Yarlu Tsangpo river; it also has young Tibetan
children who swear fluently in Chinese.”

C

HINESE JOURNALIST Z HUANG L IWEI gave the following account on a Chinese
website of the importance of protecting the Tibetan plateau’s environment
and culture.1 This is an edited version of the original article. The account
reflects the romanticization of Tibet and its landscape by many urban Chinese, as well
as a genuine concern for the survival of its culture and environment.

“Over-extravagant lifestyles are not only at odds with the Tibetan people’s culture, they
also put pressure on the plateau’s natural environment: there is over-planting, more
grazing of livestock than the grasslands can sustain, and a great deal of consumption
of timber materials for construction and industry. In the cold and high-altitude
climate it is extremely difficult for damaged plants to recover. The planet is strong, but
its surface is weak, and researchers have discovered by means of surveying that excessive ‘trampling by tourists’ can destroy the mulch and topsoil layers, exposing the surface to damage. How is this kind of situation controlled in the Chinese interior? It is
either left so that it continues to become exposed and creates sandstorms, or it is simply concreted over and forgotten. But whether it’s dust storms or it’s concrete, both
imply the death of living land. In actual fact, due to the destruction of plant cover,
desertified land on the Qinghai-Tibet plateau hasn’t stopped growing, and if this trend
cannot be rectified then China’s central and southern regions are likely to become
desertified too.
Large numbers of non-local people flooding in will not only be damaging to the natural environment on the Qinghai-Tibet plateau, they will also be damaging to Tibet’s
unique cultural environment, and once the latter has been damaged, the loss will be
irreversible.
And so how should the plateau regard these swarms of rubber-necking tourists and
fortune-hunters from below the mountains?
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The influx of such large numbers of people with different cultural backgrounds and different beliefs will erode the original belief systems in the cultural environment of
Tibetan areas. When the ‘golden weeks’ of tourism blast into existence, Lhasa’s already
heavily secularized streets become even more noisy and raucous. And all of a sudden,
in previously hard-to-reach Meldro Gongkar County [Chinese: Mozhu Gongka] — which
can barely endure the bite of a leech — and in distant Ngari [Chinese: Ali], are the
unmistakable beauty salons opened by ‘people from below the mountains.’

mind. I’ve heard that many Japanese Francophiles who go to Paris bearing copies of
all the French classics succumb to an illness roughly called the ‘seeing Paris syndrome’,
where they go into a kind of trance and start wailing. The illness is because Paris is not
as beautiful as they had imagined — actually, McDonald’s burgers are on sale in Paris;
actually, Japanese electronics are on sale in Paris; and actually, there are trash cans
along the streets of Paris. But I’m not mocking this phenomenon. Wang Xiaobo [a famous Chinese writer, 1953–1997] once said that aside from this life, we should also
‘have a poetic world’. People who think in such ways are certain to suffer disappointments in life and will suffer bloodied noses along the way, but because of their determination they will also have great joys.

Tibet not only has mirror-smooth lakes and kowtowing pilgrims, it has iron-ore
smelters rising on the banks of the Yarlu Tsangpo river; it also has young Tibetan children who swear fluently in Chinese. Will the Tibetan people become immersed in a
sense of the temporal world’s spiritual emptiness and a sense of boredom and materialism? In many places throughout the world, it is nothing new for the original inhabitants’ beliefs to be in decline and facing displacement. And there are many places in
China’s interior where a ‘grey economy’ is seen in illegal mining, poaching, plundering
timber, gambling and extortion and so on and so forth, which have also appeared in
many Tibetan regions.
Lhasa is becoming ever more noisy and raucous, and Tibetan areas are becoming ever
more commercialized, secularized and materialistic. This then is the ‘crisis’, and this
then is ‘occupation’.

With reverence in one’s heart, treasure Tibet
The concept of Tibet has significance for the natural environment and significance
for the environment of human culture. ‘Coming to Tibet’ is not the same as ‘Discovering
Tibet’. As far as ‘people below the mountains’ are concerned with regard to Tibet, its
value lies in its physical inaccessibility and its independence and removal from the
rest of the world. We shouldn’t be anxious or hasty to go to Tibet; going to Tibet should
be done at an extremely apposite time when there are spiritual requirements to be
met and ones’ soul is prepared, and not simply going as soon as one has the time and
the money. I do not oppose and have no way of stopping everyone going to Tibet, but
if you love Tibet you should choose wisely and cherish the opportunity to improve
yourself in Tibet, and not just ignorantly stampede into Tibet.
I didn’t want to go to Tibet before because I was afraid that as soon as I saw it my
impressions and imaginings would be shattered, that it wouldn’t be anything like the
image of the pure and spiritual image of Tibet I’d constructed and maintained in my
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Tibetan people have a poetic and spiritual world, and this of course is worthy of
respect and praise.
It is not just Tibet which is under imminent threat in this world, it is also our souls. The
worth and magic of Tibet’s precious heritage to mankind has been jointly built by
Tibet itself and by people who have a reverence and a love of Tibet. However, this
Tibet is gradually fading from our peripheral vision and from beneath our feet. It seems
controlling the number of tourists as in Bhutan would not be possible, but what we can
do is control our attitude towards Tibet, and our actions on Tibet: appreciate it in peace,
harmoniously blend in, consume simply, create less waste, respect the Tibetan people’s
spiritual lives, do more to protect the environment on the plateau, and at the same
time mobilize the strengths of the people to supervise the activities of government
and commercial power-holders to stop them from damaging in the name of development this holy land on the plateau.
In my eyes, the Tibetan plateau is the largest rock in the world which fills one’s entire
vision. Its precious value to the soul and to the spirit is buried deep inside the rock,
and can only be gained by those with patience, with reverence and with good fortune.
A truly beautiful journey to Tibet should be one of cleansing the soul and spiritual
conversion; and not one of an occupying stampede.”

1

‘Please protect the holy land of the Tibetan plateau’ [请维护西藏这片高原圣域], Zhuang Liwei [庄礼伟],
Nanfang Newspaper Group, June 4, 2007, available at: http://tibet.cn.
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PERSPECTIVES
‘All one can do is pray in the darkness of one’s room’

A

T IBET provided ICT with the following account of the changes
observed in Lhasa since the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway. Rising food
prices and rents, an influx of migrant workers, and exclusion from Lhasa’s
construction boom all add to local Tibetans’ feelings of marginalization.
VISITOR TO

“Lhasa is expanding fast. The new ring-road which links the western part of the town
with the Ne’u [Chinese: Liuwu] area of the railway station is complete. The construction
is impressive, neat, and has a huge lawn surrounding it. Entering the town from the airport along Liberation Avenue, it’s impossible to miss the extensive work of construction which has produced a larger road. A large billboard welcomes the tourists,
associating the army to the unity of the country through the message: ‘The Army loves
the People and the People support the Army. The Army and the People are united like
one family’.

A Chinese Tibetan Buddhist nun has lived here for many years, but now she has decided
to leave Lhasa because life has become impossible for her and her elderly relative, who
is also a nun. ‘We can’t live here anymore. It’s too expensive for us. Not only is the rice
very expensive, but also vegetables and fruits. I can’t afford the rent of anything, even
this small and ugly place! I have to leave now, but it’s good. I will finally dedicate my
life to receive teachings and practice again, something I have neglected for too long. Not
only has the price of things increased, but also the number of cars and people. I don’t
like this. Here, there is no religious life for a religious person. Nobody can receive teachings and the only thing you can do is to pray in the darkness of your own room.’”

I met some locals at a tea-house one day and talked to them about the impact of their
railway, asking them if it had brought benefits to their lives. One Tibetan replied: ‘What
benefits? We haven’t seen any benefits since they destroyed the village and moved us
into the “People’s Residences”’ [the official term for the Liuwu new area, which was
built after demolishing the village of Ne’u and relocating its residents]. They said that
benefits may come in the future. They also told me that the Chinese companies only
employed other Chinese to work at the station, not Tibetans, although some Tibetans
had obtained unskilled manual labor on the construction of roads. The only Tibetan
I saw [at the station] was the security official associated with the new Public Security
Bureau office.
Food such as local produce has increased in price because more vegetables are now
coming from Xining and demand has increased so much, and rents are also more
expensive. A Chinese man who owns a local cafe said to me that his bills for food are
higher than last year. But the rent he pays to the Tibetan landlord is much higher, and
he said: ‘It’s because everyone wants to get benefits from the new wave of tourists.
Landlords know that we bar and restaurant owners now make more money due to
the higher influx of Chinese and Western tourists and so they want to share a slice of
the cake.’
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FOREIGN INVESTMENT IN THE
RAILROAD AND MINING IN TIBET

T

has taken China’s plans of economic development in Tibet to a new level. For the first time, major foreign businesses have
become involved in investment in Tibet, both in the construction of the railcars
themselves, and also in the exploitation of Tibet’s mineral reserves, which can now be
transported from the plateau more easily.1
HE OPENING OF THE RAILROAD

Investment from outside the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is regarded by the Chinese
authorities as crucial to the success of the Western Development Strategy, and much
planning is premised on significant amounts of foreign investment.2 According to official figures, total investment (both domestic and foreign) in the Tibet Autonomous
Region (TAR) totaled almost as much for the first year of the railroad’s operation as it
did for the entire period from 2001 to 2005.3 In 2001–2005, investment in the TAR
totaled 5.1 billion yuan (US $656 million) whereas in 2006 alone the figure was 4 billion
yuan (US $513 million). A report in the magazine China Investment, published by the
State Reform and Development Commission, stated: “In just the first month of the
train running [...] agreements were signed for a total of about 2.4 billion yuan [US $330
million] to be invested in 56 projects”.4
“With the opening of the railway there are more and more investors from all sectors
flooding in, and the potential for growth is enormous,” Chinese businessman Zhang
Huashan was quoted as saying on a Chinese investment website. He added that the
two main areas of dramatic expansion were real estate in cities such as Lhasa and mining, with Tibetan medicine also an up-and-coming prospect.5

A poster promoting accelerated modernization in Tibet presents a glossy,
romanticized vision of Lhasa’s future. The slogan translates as, “Tibet’s
tomorrow is even more beautiful”. The wording at the bottom of the
poster reads, “Lhasa Beer, a famous Chinese brand name”, and includes
the logo of the Carlsberg Group, which owns a stake in Lhasa Beer.
The Chinese language dominates on the poster — increasingly, only the
Chinese language is used on signage in Lhasa and other urban areas.
IMAGE: ICT.
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The US company General Electric built the railroad locomotives, the Canadian company Bombardier made the railcars, and the Canadian communications company
Nortel developed the technology to enable communications between trains and railroad control centers.
Fund managers have been snapping up shares in Tibet-based publicly traded companies such as Tibet Mineral Development Co. Foreign mining companies (many registered in Canada) are now involved in controversial projects to exploit gold and copper
deposits in the TAR because the new infrastructure will make it possible to ship ores
out of an area that was previously remote and inaccessible.
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Beer elsewhere in the PRC, but we believed there would also be the negative factor of
increased competition and prices of beer dropping further,” a Carlsberg spokesperson
told ICT.7
The Canadian company Rail Partners has stated that the opening of the Golmud-Lhasa
railway symbolizes the arrival of the “railway tourism age” in the PRC, and has
invested US $130 million in a joint venture with the Qinghai-Tibet Railway Company
under the Ministry of Railways to develop the potential of the luxury travel market
opened up by the new route.8
The regional TAR government is actively seeking foreign investment with assistance
from the central Chinese authorities. In November 2007, for instance, an event sponsored in part by the Chinese State Council was held in Vienna, the Austrian capital, to
try and showcase business enterprises in the TAR — Lhasa in particular — to Austrian
companies and investors.9 Reference was frequently made to the new commercial
opportunities in the TAR as a result of the new railroad,10 while the vice chairman of
the TAR government, Nyima Tsering, promised investors that “social stability will be
maintained in Tibet.”11 The forum was reportedly the first of several ‘road shows’ on
business and investment opportunities in the TAR due to be held throughout Europe
in different cities on an annual basis.
Shethongmon (Chinese: Xietongmen) copper mining project, located 240 km southwest of
Lhasa in Shigatse (Chinese: Xigaze), where a Canadian mining company, Continental, is
carrying out explorations of the deposits. The image depicts a mobile drilling rig, set up to
drill horizontally into the hillside to take a closer look at the deposit. The railroad has been
a key factor in the opening up of large-scale exploitation of Tibet’s mineral and natural resources, helping to consolidate the involvement of foreign corporations into the Tibetan
economy for the first time. The extraction of these resources is one of the primary reasons
for the construction of the railroad, linked to maintaining Party control and ‘ownership’ of
Tibetan areas. IMAGE PROVIDED BY A VISITOR TO THE AREA.

The same report in China Investment referred to the reasons for optimism about investment in Tibet with the opening of the railway as: “First, there were many more highlevel Party and government explorative parties going to investigate Tibet, with more
and more looking to find cooperative projects; second, there was an unprecedented
number of investors from different types of economic organizations all over the country going to Tibet to consider investment opportunities; third, for the first time senior
leaders from large state-owned enterprises could go to Tibet on inspection tours.”12

Bombardier’s railcar investment
In Lhasa, the Danish brewery Carlsberg has helped finance an expansion of the Lhasa
brewery to help it export more beer into the Chinese interior. “Of course, Carlsberg’s
western regions’ strategy is not unconnected to the construction and opening of the
Qinghai-Tibet railway,” said a Chinese investor Rong Jianbu, quoted on a Chinese business web portal. “Furthermore, with the gradual opening up of the south Asia market,
a large amount of our beer can be sold abroad.”6 Carlsberg told ICT that prior to the
opening of the railroad, it had not considered the railroad to be “a major factor” in its
investment in Tibet. “Of course there was a positive factor in the ability to export Lhasa
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The distinctive green railcars of the trains along the Golmud-Lhasa route were provided by the Canadian company Bombardier, which announced in February 2005 that
a joint venture it had formed had won a contract to supply 361 rail cars for the new train
line. Bombardier’s share of the deal was worth US $78 million. Another Canadian company, Power Corporation, who along with Nortel are in partnership with the Chinese
state-owned enterprise Sifang Locomotive, were instrumental in coordinating financing for Bombardier and Nortel’s investments in the railroad.
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All of these companies have deflected criticism by saying that they do not get involved
in politics, even though, as this report has shown, Beijing has made the political purpose and nature of the railroad explicit. Jiang Zemin, the then president of China, was
quoted by the New York Times in August 2001 as saying that even though the railroad
project would not necessarily be commercially viable, this did not matter much
because the construction of the railroad was a “political decision”.13
The Chairman and CEO of Bombardier even quoted the Dalai Lama in an effort to justify his company’s involvement. Laurent Beaudoin claimed at the company’s annual
general meeting in June 2005 that the Dalai Lama supported the railroad and other
projects because of the development opportunities they brought to Tibet.14 The Dalai
Lama is not opposed to economic development when it improves the well-being of
Tibetans, and does not believe there is anything inherently wrong with the construction of infrastructure in Tibet. But the Tibetan religious leader has also said that he is
concerned that the railroad will result in “some sort of cultural genocide”.15
On May 30, 2006, the shareholders of Bombardier were formally invited to reflect on
their involvement in the Golmud-Lhasa railroad. A resolution was submitted to Bombardier asking the company to draft and adopt a human rights policy and to arrange for
an independent report on its progress towards formulating such a policy. However,
Bombardier advised shareholders to reject this resolution, affirming that the company
already upholds international principles of human rights. Many large companies
including Siemens, Bombardier’s European competitor, have already adopted human
rights policies.
The Tibetan Government-in-Exile (TGiE) has issued specific recommendations for
businesses to follow when they seek to invest and operate in Tibet,16 including, for
example, recommendations for foreign companies to hire Tibetan management, to
use the Tibetan language, to offer skills training to Tibetan people in communities
where the companies operate, and to urge the preservation of the natural environment and natural resources.
The TGiE’s ‘Guidelines For International Development Projects And Sustainable
Investment In Tibet’ suggest that foreign investors “make efforts to ensure that their
participation in Tibet does not: a) Deplete natural resources with little or no benefit to
the Tibetan people; b) Facilitate the erosion of Tibetan culture and traditions; c) Facilitate the migration and settlement of non-Tibetans into Tibet; d) Negatively affect the
sustainability of Tibet’s ecosystems; e) Transfer ownership of Tibetan land and natural
resources to non-Tibetans; f) Operate projects without the participation of affected
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Tibetans; g) Facilitate large-scale, capital-intensive, and commercial projects.”
In answer to a question about the number of Tibetan and Chinese workers employed
by Bombardier to construct the railcars, given the marginalization of Tibetan workers as a result of increasing competition from Chinese migrants traveling to Tibet on
the railway, Bombardier told ICT that its workforce consisted only of “Chinese and foreign employees”. Bombardier added that it currently does not have Tibetan employees
at its Chinese joint ventures in the PRC, but that it had recently launched a Tibet professional training program in tourism management, spending approximately US
$1 million to fund 20 poor rural Tibetan students over a three-year period.17
The Canada-based mining company, Continental Minerals, which is currently carrying
out an exploration project near Shigatse (Chinese: Xigaze) in the TAR, told ICT that
approximately a third of its staff in Shigatse are Tibetan. “Some of them are undergoing
on the job training,” said Dickson Hall, Vice President of Business Development. “The
rest of the staff is Chinese and Canadian.”
Nortel, a Canadian communications company which has supplied a digital communications system for the railroad, and GE Electrics based in Pennsylvania, USA, which
supplied the locomotives, refused to answer the question about numbers of Tibetan
employees and whether training was provided, and other queries posed by ICT.

Nortel: Supplying communications and surveillance technology
Nortel Networks Corporation is a major Canadian communications company which
has supplied equipment used on the Chinese railroad network for some years. In 2005,
Nortel announced it had been awarded the contract to supply a wireless digital communications system for the Qinghai-Tibet railroad, a system which is crucial to the
operation of trains on the line.
Nortel’s Global System for Mobile Communications for Railroads (GSM-R) is the first
system of its kind to be used in Asia for enabling communications between trains and
railroad control centers. Engineers at a Beijing research institute linked global positioning and other communications systems with Nortel’s GSM-R system to produce “an
extremely accurate location-tracking system”, according to its developers.
Aside from concerns about helping China use the railroad to project firepower beyond
previous military capabilities — particularly towards India — there are concerns that
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Nortel’s GSM-R system can and will be used by China’s surveillance agencies to enhance
their ability to monitor and suppress political dissent in the PRC, including in Tibet.18
Railroad communications systems in China are already part of the Golden Shield system, an enormous state, regional and local network which aims to build a database on
all PRC citizens, and which incorporates voice and face recognition capabilities with
other surveillance systems such as monitoring all forms of electronic communications, and electronic identity cards which can be read at a distance without the bearer’s
knowledge. Under the Golden Shield project the Chinese government employs some
30,000 people just monitor Internet communications in China, as mandated by a raft
of laws and regulations aimed at controlling information flows into and out of the
PRC. Nortel has also been instrumental in designing many of the systems incorporated
into Golden Shield, besides those integrated into China’s rail network.19
Security surveillance systems of course have legitimate uses. However, the PRC uses
those systems to monitor and suppress political dissent, often in contravention of its
obligations under international human rights law such as the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, which the Chinese state signed in 2001 but has yet to ratify. The Chinese state refuses to be held accountable — or even to accept any meaningful responsibility — for well-documented violations of internationally recognized
human rights, and it was against this background that strong protests were launched
against Nortel when it won the contract to supply the communication systems for the
Qinghai-Tibet railroad.
In a human rights impact assessment report on Nortel’s involvement in Tibet, the
Canadian-based International Center for Human Rights and Democratic Development
has said that Nortel has attempted to evade discussions or dialog with exiled Tibetans
and Tibet support groups, and that “Despite numerous efforts [...] since 2005 to engage
Nortel in this [impact assessment] research, the company has consistently refused to
participate.” Nortel also declined to answer questions posed by ICT for this report.
The report continues, “The GSM-R technology provided by Nortel for use on the [Golmud]-Lhasa railroad is part of China’s surveillance architecture and thereby underpins
the capacity of the state to monitor dissent and maintain political control in Tibet.
Nortel cannot claim that it lacked prior knowledge of China’s human rights record in
Tibet because such information is widely available in Canada. In selling advanced communications technology to the state, the company failed to conduct adequate due diligence, even when shareholders requested that it do so. There is no observed effort on
the part of Nortel to assess the potential impact of its investment on human rights.”20
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A road built for mining activities cuts across a hillside in Tibet. The damage caused to
Tibet’s fragile high plateau landscape by mining is a cause of concern both to Tibetans
and increasingly, to many Chinese and Western scholars and policy-makers. IMAGE: ICT.

Other companies including Microsoft, Cisco Systems, Yahoo! and Google have also
been accused of abetting the Chinese state censors and helping suppress freedom of
expression in China. Yahoo! in particular were on the receiving end of some unusually
stern criticism from the US Congressional Human Rights Caucus in November 2007
when news emerged that the company had supplied information which enabled the
Chinese police to identify and eventually imprison several writers for up to 10 years on
political charges. At an earlier hearing in 2006, representatives of Yahoo! had denied
they knew China’s request for information on two of the writers related to political
charges, and that Yahoo! therefore had no culpability in their imprisonment.
At the November 2007 hearing, after it emerged that Yahoo! had in fact known that
the writers were facing political charges based solely on written opinions traced to
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their Yahoo! accounts, Jerry Yang, the Chief Executive Officer of Yahoo! was urged to
publicly apologize to the mother of one of the writers, Shi Tao, as she sat behind him
at the hearing. Senator Tom Lantos, who was chairing the hearing, said that Yahoo!
were “moral pygmies” for their part in the writers’ imprisonment.21

press highlighted the ‘opening of the floodgates’ that they predicted would happen
after the opening of the railroad: “Because of a lack of funds and transportation, few of
Tibet’s mineral deposits have so far been explored. In Tibet, less than 1% of discovered
mines have been prospected, only 15% of mines under commercial operation have
completed reconnoiter works, and only 10% of mining companies have passed
resources assessment by local authority,” reported InterFax China in an article published on July 28, 2007, soon after the opening of the railroad. “But this was all before
the railroad came to town. Production output could surpass RMB 10 billion [US $1.25
billion] and account for one-third of the province’s GDP within five to 10 years,
according to the Xinhua news agency,” reported InterFax.25

Mining companies’ involvement in Tibet
“As companies seek to be guided by more socially and environmentally responsible
values, we need to ask what corporate responsibility means. This is an especially
challenging question for the increasing number of foreign companies working in or
looking at working in Chinese-ruled Tibet. This commercial and corporate interest comes
at a time in Tibet’s history when ordinary Tibetans have no real say in their country’s
development. Tibetans should be participating, directing and benefiting from this
development especially when it concerns the exploitation of Tibet’s non-renewable
resources such as gold. Therefore, I appeal to all foreign mining companies, and their
shareholders, who are thinking about working in Tibet to consider carefully
about the ethical values when embarking on such a venture.”22
— His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 2003
Foreign mining companies have been able to invest in operations in Tibet thanks to an
‘agglomeration’ of the mining industry in Tibet, whereby smaller Chinese companies
were subsumed by larger companies under the direction of the central government.
Those larger companies raise capital to expand their investments by floating a portion
of their ownership on stock markets around the world.23
However, due to the as-yet underdeveloped state of regulation on foreign investment
in the PRC, investments — whether by foreign or domestic investors — are by no
means secure; and the process is rarely transparent beyond common standards of commercial confidentiality. In 2005, the Australian venture capital company Orchid sought
to invest in two potentially huge copper deposits in Kham, in the area bordering the
TAR and western Sichuan Province, on the contracted understanding that Orchid was
the sole bidder in partnership with the government of the TAR. Orchid then discovered
that the TAR government was also in negotiations with a local bidder, and felt compelled to withdraw from the arrangement in the belief that that the local bidder would
be preferred.24
Chinese officials have always known that the railroad would increase the likelihood of
foreign investment in the exploitation of minerals in Tibet. An article in the Chinese
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Perspectives: A Tibetan nun’s view of Western investors
During its mission to Tibet, the International Center for Human Rights and Democratic Development asked an elderly nun about her views on the benefits of western investment in Tibet: “She said that westerners accompany their investment
with good public relations. Many, she said, have knowledge of Tibetan language or
Chinese language. They promise that their particular project will bring development to Tibet and to the Tibetan people. Once the project becomes operational,
however, it benefits the westerners themselves and their Chinese counterparts.
Tibetans remain marginalized and used in glossy publicity photos for the project.
What Tibetans actually need, according to the nun, is improved access to health
care, Tibetan language education, and freedom of religion. Western investment
never extends to these areas, she said.”26
Another Tibetan source, a young man from Amdo who is now in exile, told ICT:
“Sleek publicity and concepts such as corporate social responsibility are used to
counter and prevent criticisms leveled at Western investors both by locals as well
as by overseas Tibetans and Tibetan supporters.”

The majority of foreign companies so far known to have invested in mining operations in Tibet by buying into Chinese operations are registered in Canada — although
British and at least one Australian company are also known to have invested in Tibet
by partnering with Chinese companies. The Canadian company Continental Mining,
for instance, which has a significant stake in developing a large copper, gold and silver
mine in Shetongmon County (Chinese: Xietongmen) in Shigatse Prefecture (Chinese:
Xigaze) in the southern TAR, entered a partnership agreement with the Chinese com-
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pany Jinchuan Group Ltd in February 2007.27

to take a close look at the deposit.

The head of Continental Minerals, Gerald Panneton, told a Canadian mining magazine that the new rail link to be built to Shigatse would greatly reduce transport costs,
saying: “What makes this project economic is that [...] they [the Chinese] built a railroad between the town of Golmud and Lhasa, and it is to be extended all the way
towards the project. What this does, because of the existing rail system that you have
in China, is give you access to all the smelters.”28 The link is slated for completion in
2010, and could transport ore to copper processing plants in the Chinese interior.29
According to one authoritative estimate, Continental Minerals could make as much as
US $10 billion from the Shetongmon mine over the mine’s lifetime.30

The Shetongmon project has been criticized by the Tibetan Government in Exile
(TGiE) for being on a scale that is too large to benefit local Tibetans. In a statement,
the Environment and Development Desk of the TGiE, based in Dharamsala, India, said:
“[The Shetongmon mine will] deplete precious Tibetan resources for the profit of
distant Chinese state-owned partners and a Canadian company, with only modest
royalties provided at provincial level and inadequate compensation locally. [The mine]
impacts negatively on an area close to one of Tibet’s most historic towns, namely Shigatse. The large number of mines in Tibet, on a much smaller scale [than Shetongmon], invariably caused destruction, and provided opportunities for an uncontrolled
influx of Chinese immigrant workers into Tibet.”34

Others make the same point. “In the past, transporting one ton of ore from Tibet to
Golmud cost almost as much as the ore itself, and could cost even more; the opening
of the railway heralds a ‘spring’ coming and this spring heralds yet more investors,”
enthused a web portal of a global strategic consultancy in an article entitled ‘Go
to Tibet’.31
China now hopes that Shetongmon will be a model for future mining projects in the
TAR, thus encouraging more foreign investment. Already it has offered substantial
incentives to Continental, including the agreement to pay for, and build, the railroad
lines between Shetongmon and the nearest smelter in Gansu Province, as well as providing hydropower to the copper concentrator. The Chinese authorities say they will
also accept just half the advertised freight rate for the copper concentrate which Continental will send to the smelter, and will exempt Continental from paying any kind of
tax to Beijing during its more profitable early years of operation.32
Continental Minerals has now bought more land in the area and is drilling to see how
much copper is available. It has also announced that a social and environmental impact
assessment is almost complete, which it told ICT will be made publicly available. Any
agreement made at Shetongmon will establish a precedent for the involvement of
foreign companies mining in Tibetan areas.
In an interview with ICT, a spokesperson for Continental Minerals down-played their
involvement, saying that so far only drilling holes “the size of a beer-can” had been
carried out.33 But it is notable that in trade publications such as the Northern Miner,
representatives from the company speak about the significant size of the project and
how close it is to completion. Images obtained from the mining site by ICT depict a
mobile drilling rig that has been set up to drill horizontally into the hillside, in order
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The Canada-based International Center for Human Rights and Democratic Development observed ‘indicators of discrimination’ at the Continental Minerals’ site at
Shetongmon during an unofficial fact-finding visit to the plateau in 2006. Their report
stated: “At the time of our mission, the mining operation consisted of 10 drilling rigs,
with tents for workers and operations. [...] Interviews we conducted in Shetongmon
revealed the local communities had not been consulted and had almost no idea of
what all the activity was about.”35 In June, 2006, apparently unhappy about the lack of
consultation, some local Tibetans reportedly confronted workers at one of the company’s drilling operations. A spokesperson for Continental Minerals acknowledged
that there had been an issue where local people were unhappy about the drilling
operations but that this had been resolved to all parties’ satisfaction within a day.36
Reports from the area received by ICT confirm that since then, local people have been
compensated for any adverse impact of the project’s activities, and that local people
have been promised first priority for employment at the mine. A Continental Minerals spokesperson told ICT that if mining did go ahead at Shetongmen following the
exploration phase, 10 households would need to be relocated, and that there had been
full consultation in the local area about this, including discussion of a compensation
package. Continental Minerals also said that attempts were made to hire, and train,
Tibetans wherever possible, and that “approximately a third” of staff in the Shigatse administration office of the project were Tibetan. They did not preclude sending Tibetans
overseas to train for specialist roles in a future mine project.37
A Tibetan source who asked to remain anonymous told ICT: “While so far there are
little practical benefits for local people, there are promises that this will happen. The
question is, what are the sustainable benefits for local people?”38 A second Tibetan
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source familiar with the area and the mining project told ICT: “The compensation
package given to the locals is a pittance when one considers the huge wages earned by
mostly Chinese staff and their generously subsidized lifestyle. At the mining site, local
Tibetans are informed about mining/exploration activities, but of course they don’t
have a say in the overall decision-making.”
Another Canadian mining company involved in Tibet is Inter-Citic Minerals, which
describes itself as “a gold exploration company focused on China” and which signed an
agreement in 2006 to continue mining a site in a traditionally Tibetan area of Qinghai
Province until December 26, 2033.39 The Dachang mine, in Chumarleb County
(Chinese: Qumalai), Jyekundo Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Yushu TAP)
is jointly run by Inter-Citic with a holding of 87%, and the state-owned Qinghai
Geological Survey Institute, which owns the remaining 13%.40
Another Canadian company, Dynasty Gold, has a 70% stake in prospecting a large swath
of land in the far northwest of Tibet, with Qinghai Geological Survey Institute — the
Chinese company in partnership with Inter-Citic — holding the remaining 30%.41
This ownership structure is replicated with varying proportions of domestic-foreign
ownership throughout Tibet, offering an apparent ‘win-win situation’ for those Chinese
companies which lack capital, technical expertise and equipment (Inter-Citic uses
American-made diamond drill-heads at Dachang, for example), and for foreign companies which can expect to see considerable returns on their investments.
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PERSPECTIVES
Black humor from Lhasa

A

T IBETAN RESEARCHER FROM L HASA who now lives in exile in India provided
ICT with his impressions of the current atmosphere for Tibetans living in
Lhasa. Despite government promises of modernization and development, local
Tibetans often see gambling, prostitution, and substance abuse as the railway’s most
obvious imports. The Tibetan who gave this account left Lhasa himself to travel into
exile, encouraged by his family, who felt he would have a better chance for an education and to make something of his life.

1

A Tibetan Government in Exile (TGiE) report on development in Tibet quoted Zhu Yalin, deputy director of
Civil Affairs in Lhasa, as saying that Lhasa had the highest divorce rate in China at 20%. According to a
People’s Daily article in 2001, he said the reason was “domestic violence by drunken husbands, who played
mahjong until late at night and also indulged in nightclubs and prostitution.”

“The popular Tibetan comedians Thupten and Migmar have a well known joke that
describes Lhasa as having the highest concentration of night clubs and bars in the
world. They describe an elderly man who goes for his circumambulation of the Barkhor taking longer than usual, because he has been diverted by the bar girls.1
There’s a darker truth in the joke. In Tibet, alcohol and cigarettes are sold very cheaply,
even in remote villages where there is no road access. It looks to some Lhasa people like
the government is encouraging people to be addicted to alcohol and tobacco by providing them at a very cheap price that everyone can afford. On one hand, the Chinese
government is trying very hard to fulfill the materialistic desires of its people by
aking this and that economic reform, strongly believing that once the material desire
of the people is met, the social stability and people’s loyalty to the Communist Party will
be enhanced. On the other hand, the government is spoiling people with the idea of
materialism so that they are in a state of ‘wooden mindedness’ in which they no longer
care about politics, social injustices and so on. So today in Lhasa some people are leading a sort of befuddled life. It is a common social phenomenon to see Tibetan parents
addicted to gambling and drinking, while the children are skipping school, hanging out
in night clubs and eventually end up only finishing half of their schooling.
People sometimes interpret this as being a strategic plan by the Chinese government,
and which has been described in a popular political joke in Lhasa.
And so the leader of the Communist Party calls the TAR chairman and asks, ‘What is
everyone in Lhasa doing these days? Is everything under control?’ The chairman of
the TAR replies that they are all drinking and gambling. ‘Good,’ the Chinese leader
says, ‘Now I can rest assured that they won’t cause any major problems.’”
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THE IMPACT OF THE RAILROAD
ON TIBETAN WILDLIFE:
New threats to the ‘high altitude Serengeti’

“The vision [of China’s Western Development Strategy] clearly seems
to be one of a tamed landscape, bereft of those very qualities that currently
make it a source of cultural pride for those with long histories there, and of
romantic dreams for many in eastern China’s urban areas. Despite wildlife
protection laws and nature reserves, the general direction seems to be to
remove wildness from those lands still possessing it, evidently in the belief
that doing so is necessary for moderization and progress. [...] The future is
[...] one that I believe the Chinese themselves, both in the western plains
and the eastern cities, will ultimately come to regret”.
— Conservationist, Richard B. Harris1

Summary

I

N RECENT DECADES , there has been a significant reduction in the number, variety,
and range of wild animals on the Tibetan plateau, which has been described as a
“high altitude Serengeti” thanks to its wilderness and the herds of wild herbivores
and their predators who inhabit it.2 Grassland ecosystems that once supported extensive animal movements and seasonal concentrations of large grazing animals are now
seeing habitats diminished by urbanization and the construction of infrastructure.
Additional threats are over-grazing and the reduced mobility of wildlife resulting from
fencing and land privatization pursuant to a policy of nomad settlement. The health of
wildlife populations is inextricably linked to the health of the land overall.

The ‘blue truck’ belonging to Chinese poachers photographed clandestinely by a Tibetan
observer, who was horrified to find the skulls and skeletons of dead Tibetan antelope (chiru)
nearby. The image shows antlers that have been dug into the sand as trophies of the
slaughter. The killing of Tibetan antelopes by poachers, both Chinese and Tibetan, for their
fine wool (shahtoosh) still poses a threat to the survival of this species, once abundant over
vast areas of high-plateau grassland habitat. This report also shows how the development
of transportation, including the railroad, and urbanization as a result, has become a new
threat to the survival of the Tibetan antelope. IMAGE PROVIDED BY A TIBETAN SOURCE WHO WISHES

The Tibetan antelope, or chiru, once flourished widely on the high-altitude grasslands.
While hunting and poaching for the chiru’s under-wool (shahtoosh) have long been
the bane of this species and poaching continues, despite the authorities’ notable successes in reducing its scale over the last decade. But now urbanization — together with
the transportation developments which make urbanization possible — constitutes a
new threat to the survival of this species. Another species of antelope, Przewalski’s
gazelle, is under serious threat of extinction largely due to China’s policies of fencing
vast tracts of grassland in Qinghai Province.

TO REMAIN ANONYMOUS.
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A Tibetan observer who stumbled upon evidence of the slaughter of a group of Tibetan antelope (chiru) in eastern Tibet provided the following image to ICT under condition of
anonymity. Once numbering almost a million strong, the chiru population has been estimated as recently as the 1990s as only 65,000–75,000 due to poaching for their fine
under wool (shahtoosh). The chiru now face a new threat to their survival — the intrusion
of the railroad and urbanization in their migrating grounds on the Tibetan plateau. IMAGE
PROVIDED TO ICT BY A TIBETAN SOURCE WHO WISHES TO REMAIN ANONYMOUS.

New threat to the chiru’s survival
One of the most publicized aspects of the railway across the Tibetan plateau when it
was under construction was the provision of ‘wildlife migration passages’ at parts of the
route that traverse the vast feeding and migration grounds of the Tibetan chiru, or
antelope.3 The railroad forms the boundary between the Hoh Xil (Chinese: Kekexili)
nature reserve to the west4 and the Sanjiangyuan reserve to the east in Golok Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture (Chinese: Guoluo TAP) in Qinghai Province — habitat of the
chiru as well as the Tibetan wild ass and the wild yak, all of which make long journeys across the treeless grasslands to breed or forage for food and water.5
Rangelands expert Daniel Miller says: “The Tibetan antelope, perhaps more than any
other animal, embodies the vastness of the Tibetan plateau ecosystem. [...] On the
Tibetan plateau, the annual migration of the endangered Tibetan antelope from their
winter ranges to their traditional birthing grounds is an event that reveals one of the
earth’s outstanding ecological spectacles. Like the migration of caribou in North America and wildebeest in East Africa, this annual event has taken place for thousands of
years unimpeded by people, roads, or fences.”5
The Tibetan antelope also has particular significance to the Chinese authorities since
being adopted by Beijing as one of its five Olympic mascots.7
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During the 20th century, however, the population declined greatly, and it is now listed
as endangered on the ‘Red List’ of the International Union for Conservation of Nature
and Natural Resources8 and listed on Appendix I of the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).9 In China it is a Class 1 protected animal. The
distinguished American naturalist George Schaller estimated a historical population
of 500,000–1,000,000 based on the limited information available. The total population
in the mid 1990s may have been as low as 65,000–75,000,10 and was believed to be
70,000–100,000 in late 2007, according to an official report.11 A 2003 wildlife census
carried out in the eastern Chang Tang reserve (Chinese: Qiang Tang) found that the
chiru population appeared to be recovering somewhat since the 1990s, and that kiang
(wild ass) numbers may have doubled, while gazelles had become more abundant.12
The mass slaughter of chiru for their wool, which Kashmiri weavers make into shahtoosh shawls for the luxury market, prompted serious fears for the survival of the
species in the 1990s.13 The poaching of the chiru in these remote, inhospitable areas of
the Tibetan plateau is also linked to mining. For poor migrant workers, the remoter
areas of the Tibetan plateau hold two main attractions: gold and wildlife. Many of the
prospectors also hunt. These areas, protected in the past by their remoteness, have
become increasingly accessible as a result of road and rail construction, and the greater
availability of suitable vehicles.14 Local Tibetans are also involved in poaching, often
coming from as far east as Chamdo (Chinese: Changdu).15
But anti-poaching efforts by the Chinese authorities, work by Tibetan and Chinese
conservationists, and enforcement against the illegal trade have helped to reduce the
killing. Most of the chiru now live in protected areas, although naturalists point out that
the entire migratory range of the Tibetan antelope is not included within the boundaries of these reserves, and that reserve staff are poorly trained and equipped. The film
Kekexili: Mountain Patrol, made in 2004 by Chinese director Lu Chuan, is regarded by
environmentalists who work in the field as a largely accurate depiction of the struggle
between vigilante Tibetan rangers, with little funding and proper equipment, and bands
of primarily Hui Muslim Chinese poachers in the remote Tibetan region of Hoh Xil.
Today, the construction of the Qinghai-Tibet railroad and heavy traffic on the GolmudLhasa highway across key migration corridors have caused some disturbance to the
antelopes’ migration.16
Dr. Yang Qisen of the Institute of Zoology with the Chinese Academy of Sciences has
acknowledged that it is inevitable the railway will affect the activities of wild animals
on the Qinghai-Tibet plateau. He said that passages specially designed for animals to
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cross the tracks are “a last resort in wild animal protection — a compensatory measure
granted by humans to animals” for the line’s impact. The creation of the wildlife crossing passages along the rail route was the first use of such structures in China. Dr Yang,
who believes that the Tibetan plateau has the most fragile ecosystem and the most
unique biodiversity in China, even in the world, said that antelope and other wild
animals are gradually adapting to the new environment by using the passages. But he
said: “It is still too early to judge whether the passages are successful or not — it will take
five to 10 years of the railway being in operation to make the necessary conclusions.”17

development, on the habitat and migration of Tibetan antelopes is the main factor
that threatens this species now and in the future.”

A recent study by a group of Chinese scholars evaluating the impact of the QinghaiTibet railway on the migration of the Tibetan antelope in the Hoh Xil National
Nature Reserve concluded that the impact of infrastructure is now the main threat to
the survival of the chiru.18 The Golmud-Lhasa railroad runs along the eastern boundary of the protected area, which covers 83,000 square km at an average elevation of
4800 meters, between the Tanggula and Kunlun mountain chains along the border
between the TAR and Qinghai Province. The reserve contains one of the principal
sources of the Yangtze River, and is home to more than 230 species of wild animals, 20
of which are under state protection, including the wild yak, wild donkey, white-lipped
deer and brown bear, as well as the chiru.
Over a three-month period, the researchers, who all have long experience of working
in conservation on the Tibetan plateau, used video cameras, counts and observation to
monitor the movement of the migrating herd of Tibetan antelopes along the highway
and railway. In their paper, published in July 2007, they write: “The railway is a physical barrier and its impact on the activity of chiru was visibly apparent. When antelopes
reached the railway they hesitated under the slope of the rail bed and gathered into
large groups. The modification of the land surface in the underpasses and along the
railway appeared to have a major effect.” Even so, chiru did use the passages: “Therefore,
although the railway structure itself does have significant impacts on the behavior of
the chiru during migration, it does not disrupt the migration corridor.” The researchers
warned that human activities, such as the activities of tourists, railway construction
workers, truck drivers and others brought in by the railway also disturbed the chiru.
The scholars concluded: “Our results show that the efficiency of passages greatly
improved between 2003 and 2004, and that use of wildlife corridors was affected by
the structure of the passage, presence of wolves, recovery of vegetation following
damage during construction, and other factors. The disturbance to migration of
Tibetan antelopes included infrastructure, human activities, road traffic, construction
of the railway and so on. The impact of infrastructure, especially transportation
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One researcher who has worked on the Tibetan plateau for many years and who asked
not to be named told ICT: “It’s true that to an extent the chiru has adapted to crossing
the railroad through the underpasses created by the authorities. But in general, the
infrastructure that is developing along the rail route and the roads, the increasing
urbanization, and illegal mining in the nature reserves, are likely to be a bigger threat
to the antelopes’ survival than poaching.” There are fears too that the railway and
increased construction in these areas will lead to increased access for poachers.
George Schaller observed wildlife using the underpasses on the railway track on a visit
to the Chang Tang reserve in October 2006, three months after the railway’s opening.
“The new railroad to Lhasa runs parallel to the highway. Wildlife readily uses its many
underpasses, but is sometimes deterred by the heavy day-and-night traffic on the highway,” writes Schaller in an article published by the Wildlife Conservation Society.19
“The diminutive Tibetan gazelle, kiang, and even chiru graze at times by the highway,
indicating good protection there — very different from the situation in 1986 when I last
visited the area.”
In a more remote area of the chiru’s 250,000 square mile range, Schaller counted 6909
chiru. He describes the experience of monitoring wildlife in such a harsh environment:
“The landscape turns into low, corrugated hills, their skeletons laid bare, peeled to
bedrock by the elements, and there are plains abraded by wind and furrowed by dry
water courses. Vegetation is scant. Tibetan Buddhism distinguishes 18 varieties of ‘void’,
and this place seems to be yet another. [...] The silence is absolute. Not even a bird calls.
My boots kick up lunar dust. [...] We carry 14 sheep carcasses and half a yak. A characteristic camp sound at dinnertime is Karma chopping frozen meat with an axe.”20
Rangelands expert Daniel Miller says: “The continuation of Tibetan antelope migration,
one of the last great ecological marvels on earth, depends on better protection of the
species, improved understanding of their ecology and the dynamics of the Tibetan
plateau ecosystem, and innovative approaches to conservation and pastoral development that adopt participatory, integrated ecosystem management models.”21
Many more Tibetans and Chinese living in the harsh conditions of the plateau are
becoming aware of the importance of wildlife and environmental conservation, and
environmental NGOs are raising awareness of ecological protection of the high plateau.
Schaller refers to the consequences in one area of Qinghai which endured the heaviest

215

TRACKING THE STEEL DRAGON: HOW CHINA’S ECONOMIC POLICIES AND THE RAILWAY ARE TRANSFORMING TIBET

INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR TIBET

snowfall on record in October 1985. Most livestock, and wild animals, including chiru,
starved to death, and the quality of the rangelands declined drastically. People had to
hunt to survive. Schaller writes: “But, according to Buddhist beliefs, if you kill wildlife,
the deities of the holy mountain Morwudan Zha will punish you; if you protect wildlife,
there will be rewards. So in 1988, the village [Cuochi] banned hunting. Rangeland
improved somewhat, wildlife increased, and even wolf predation on livestock
decreased.” Although Schaller concluded in the same article that he viewed the status
of the wildlife on the plateau with a measure of optimism, he acknowledges serious
rangeland issues: “A practical land-use policy based not on impulse and intuition but
on scientific understanding is needed — one in which nomads, livestock, and wildlife
can co-exist without harming the land.”22

Endangered on the IUCN24 Red List of Threatened Species, and with no captive breeding population, extinction is a real possibility.

Conservationist Richard B. Harris argues that Chinese efforts to monitor and understand the status of its wildlife have lagged well behind China’s scientific achievements
in other fields, and that policies on wildlife reflect a general tendency to adopt solutions
to natural resource extraction that are “simplistic and draconian, lack nuance and site
specificity, and often cause unexpected negative consequences.” Professor Harris makes
two general policy suggestions to deal with the prerequisite aspects of any successful
wildlife conservation system, which are: “limiting direct killing to that which can be
sustained indefinitely, and moderating and controlling adverse changes to natural
habitats.”
Like other wildlife experts, Harris stresses the necessity for the involvement of local
people and NGOs in preserving the wild habitat: “local, participatory institutions to
manage harvest, curb individual behavior in deference to the group, and defend against
state or corporate interests from outside have little history anywhere in China. Yet
these must develop in parallel with any loosening of currently strict prohibitions.”23

Extinction of Przewalski’s gazelle threatened
due to fencing and settlement policy
Another species of antelope, Przewalski’s gazelle, is under serious threat of extinction
largely due to China’s policies of fencing vast tracts of grassland in Qinghai Province.
(See ‘Social exclusion as a result of China’s economic policies: Resettlement, relocation and urbanization’, p. 105.)
As of 2006, only 600 or so of the gazelles were believed to remain in the steppes and
stabilized sand dunes around Qinghai Lake. The animal is classified as Critically
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According to a report published by the IUCN, a new study has confirmed that fencing
of the grasslands is responsible for the dramatic decline in numbers of Przewalski’s
gazelle: “Fencing is physically preventing the gazelles moving within their historical
range. [...] Gazelles shun small enclosures and tend only to use large enclosures, so
some areas are now completely unsuitable for the species. One of the most distressing
aspects is that fencing directly kills animals as they can become entangled in the wires
when trying to jump over them.”25
The report, carried out by Dr. Jiang Zhigang, recommends urgent action in order to
ensure the protection of the remaining few hundred of Przewalski’s gazelles, including
reducing fencing density by removing fencing in densely fenced areas, decreasing fence
heights to 0.8 meters (2 feet 8 inches) or less, and establishing at least one reserve area
dedicated to Przewalski’s gazelle conservation.

Perspectives:
The blue truck — discovery of a poachers’ slaughter
While anti-poaching efforts in Tibetan areas have led to a recovery in the population of chiru, the species is still endangered and now faces a new threat from
urbanization and development infrastructure within its territory. For Tibetans, the
killing of chiru, an animal that is endemic to the plateau, and which for many has
become a key symbol of the threat to the survival of the plateau’s landscape, is
deeply emotive. This first person account by a Tibetan who stumbled upon the carcasses of chiru in a nature reserve in Qinghai gives an insight into Tibetan views on
poachers and the need for the preservation of the plateau’s fragile ecosystem as a
whole. The Tibetan’s name and any details that might reveal his identity have been
withheld, and the account has been edited by ICT from the original to protect the
individual’s identity.
“On our trip into northwestern Tibet, we were carrying enough provisions for two
months. This arrangement was not for luxury but for our safety. Northwestern Tibet
is unique because the land is very high and open, with many lakes and mountains
and different species of wildlife. These places were inhabited from the beginning of
time by the Tibetan nomads who have the same traditions as other ethnic Tibetans.
Their simplicity is beyond the imagination. They live as friends with Mother Nature.
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sea-level. It’s cold and dry with little fresh water for drinking. Streams which are
running by day become frozen by night. So from now on, we had to conserve our
water. We only did what was necessary — brushing our teeth and washing our
hands. In this kind of dry and cold atmosphere, you can’t wash your face every
morning or you’ll turn uglier and uglier.
From Gertse, it was a three-day journey through this ‘paradise’ for wildlife, towards
the Kunlun range. At the beginning we followed the nomad’s road and hunter’s
tracks. The plains were high and spacious, with many herds of antelopes and wild
ass. Hunter’s trails were everywhere, going in every direction. We didn’t see much
road-kill, just a few heads of wild yak and antelopes.

The 1142 km section of the railroad from Golmud to Lhasa traverses the vast high altitude
plains mostly inhabited only by wild animals such as the Tibetan wild ass, or kiang, as shown
in this image, and Tibetan antelope, or chiru. (July 2007.) IMAGE: ICT.

Our trip was more like an adventure tour. We had many destinations on the map but
we didn’t know much about the places. We didn’t know which road to follow as
there are many trails made by the nomads, miners, hunters and army. So we found
our way by getting information from the nomadic families and using the GPS. Our
goal was to explore the region.
After touring different valleys and beautiful lakes in four northern counties, we
finally arrived at the farthest northern county called Gertse [Chinese: Gaize County
in Ngari Prefecture in the north of the TAR]. We camped less than five km outside
the large town with many garages, shops, restaurants, brothels, schools and
government compounds. The majority of the residents are Chinese and Tibetan
government workers, Muslim shopkeepers and students. They aren’t many older
Tibetans because they stay with their animals on the grasslands. We spent two
nights there, fixing the vehicles and buying extra supplies of food, cigarettes, alcohol and gas. This would be the last town where we could get our supplies before we
traveled further north towards the Kunlun range and the border of Xinjiang.
This region is a paradise for wildlife that can live around 4800 to 5200 meters above
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We woke up one morning when it was misty, windy and cold. The lake was frozen.
We put extra sand around our tent, so the wind would not blow it away. Then we
went to a nearby frozen lake with a pickax to fetch some water. For breakfast we had
a hot rice beer with egg in it, which made us all sleepy. After a simple lunch of
tsampa and dry meat, my friends started talking about the 1987 uprising in Lhasa.
They told me about the rain of bullets, tear gas, and Tibetans tortured like dogs.
The story made us all feel sad and quiet.
The next morning was warm and windless. We all wanted to explore the surrounding area, so each of us took our own path toward the hills. We were all
excited about seeing some wild animals specially a dong (wild yak) which is double
the size of a normal domestic yak. As I walked, the sun was hot, the ground dry.
I caught sight of different herds of antelopes in the distance, some were resting,
some eating, others running. After about an hour before reaching the top of the
hill, I saw something blue on another hill.
Through my binoculars I could see it was a blue truck. My mind became busy with
thoughts and criticism: I was sure it was a hunter’s truck. I felt I should go and check
who that ghost in the darkness was, followed by a great desire to punish the hunters.
I thought, I had a Swiss knife, maybe I could rip the truck’s tires. Then, I realized that
if anybody was there, they would be illegal hunters with guns. They wouldn’t ask
first, they would just shoot me down.
I saw my friend waiting for me on the hilltop. He had also seen the blue truck.
I told my plans and asked if he wanted to come with me. He was too afraid. After a
good rest, he headed back to the camp with the news and I turned towards the truck
with my dangerous and noble goal.
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and I didn’t see anybody near it. I wondered if maybe they went somewhere else to
do the killing. I knew that 21 dead antelope is nothing compared to the risk and
hardship those hunters would have undertaken. Their business would be like the
mafia and drug dealers: big risks, big profits.

Yaks carrying dried brush loads in a remote area of Kham, present-day Sichuan province.
Domesticated yaks are kept in Tibet primarily for their milk, fiber and meat as well as of
beasts of burden. They transport goods across mountain passes for local farmers and
traders as well as in support of climbing and trekking expeditions, and their dung is also
burned as fuel. Wild yaks usually form groups of between 10 and 30 animals, and their
habitat is treeless uplands. The Dalai Lama’s elder brother, Thubten Jigme Norbu, described
a sighting of wild yak on his journey from Amdo to Lhasa in 1950: “The sight of those
beautiful and powerful beasts who from time immemorial have made their home on Tibet’s
high and barren plateaux never ceased to fascinate me… . Somehow these shy creatures
manage to sustain themselves on the stunted grass roots which is all that nature provides
in those parts. And what a wonderful sight it is to see a great herd of them plunging head
down in a wild gallop across the steppes.”

It took about an hour walking, crossing hill after hill. I stopped often to check with
my binoculars to see if there were any hunters. Before getting to the truck in the final
valley, I saw group of crows feeding on something. I felt pleased; I thought I was
going to find a nice head of the antelope or the big wild yak head. But as I approached, closer and closer, the air stank of death. I saw the place red with carcasses.
I felt sickened.
The hunters had stripped the antelope skins to sell for large amounts of money.
They strip them immediately, so the carcasses don’t freeze. I knew that some rich
people would be wearing the furs of those dead antelopes by now. I counted 21
heads. All were very young, some didn’t even have horns. The truck wasn’t far away
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By the fact that the truck didn’t have a number plate or a registration address,
I guessed that the hunters had left this area. But I reckoned that they were planning to come back again. They had taken the steering wheel, battery and other
important parts of the vehicle’s engine. The tracks nearby told me that they had
come with two trucks and two or three motorbikes. I inspected the truck for clues
and to see what else had been looted. There was an OM MANI PADME HUNG
prayer sticker on one corner of the windshield which means the truck originally
belonged to a Tibetan. But the waste around the campsite told me the hunters were
not Tibetan. I didn’t see any tea leaves near the fireplace, no bones, no white scarf,
no bits of yak hair made into a rope, no cigarette butts and empty packets, no beer
and wine bottles, and no empty cans of spam.
Instead there were only discarded Chinese shirts, instant noodle bowls, Red Bull
drink cans and antelope and dong horns, wild ass leg bones and a small piece of
wolf skin. My hunch is that they are [Hui] Chinese Muslims. Normally I like these
Muslims better then the Tibetans because they don’t smoke, they don’t drink beer
and wine, and they don’t take the life of pigs. And besides that, they have a good
spirit of unity. But after seeing this, I felt enraged.
I went back down to the camp with three fan belts and a useful metal rod on my
shoulder, all taken from the truck. I regretted forgetting to puncture the tires. Everybody was worrying about my safety. They were about to go and find me, with whatever weapon they could carry. I exploded with my news. Everyone felt anger and
sadness. Some said we should burn the truck, others thought we should loot the
vehicle. I thought we could do both.
Then after tea, three drivers and I rolled up our sleeves and put on new cheap
white gloves. We drove in a car with plenty of tools to strip the truck to the ground.
We looted the radiator, two fuel tanks, drive shafts, alternator and two good tires. We
didn’t burn the truck because the area is very dry, but left it like a limping dog. We
also wrote a warning letter on the surface of the door with a big thick permanent
marker saying that we were from the wildlife protection office of the county. If they
continue illegal hunting, they would have to pay the price with their lives according to the law.”
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Quoted in: ‘Wildlife Conservation in China: Preserving the Habitat of China’s Wild West’, Richard B. Harris,
M. E. Sharpe, 2008, p. 210. Professor Harris is Adjunct Associate Professor, Department of Ecosystem and
Conservation Sciences, College of Forestry and Conservation, University of Montana.

It would be misleading to conclude that all poaching of the chiru is carried out by outsiders. Hui Muslims
sometimes rent rifles to local Tibetans to poach. Tibetans also kill chiru without guns — running them
down by motorcycle. While the amount of poaching is down, it still goes on.

16

Dr. George Schaller, who believes the northwestern Tibetan plateau is one of the best remaining examples
of native flora and fauna in central Asia, coined this term.

There is evidence for at least four and possibly more major migratory Tibetan antelope populations on the
Tibetan plateau, each with different migration routes.

17

See: ‘Further Environment Monitoring Urged for Qinghai-Tibet Railway’, Xinhua, July 14, 2006, available at:
www.china.org.cn, which reports on an interview with Dr Yang published in Science Times on July 12, 2006.

18

‘The effect of the Qinghai-Tibet railway on the migration of Tibetan antelope Pantholops hodgsonii in Hoh Xil
National Nature Reserve, China’, Lin Xia, Qisen Yang (Corresponding author), Zengchao Li, Yonghua Wu
and Zuojian Feng, Institute of Zoology, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China, Oryx (2007), 41:
352–357 Cambridge University Press, Doi:10.1017/ S0030605307000116. Published online by Cambridge
University Press 17, Oct 2007. Zuojian Feng, one of the authors, is Vice Secretary-General of the China Zoological Society, with over 40 years experience carrying out research in Qinghai and the TAR. He participated
in the design of the animal-crossing structures for the Qinghai-Tibet railway.

19

In the magazine Wildlife Conservation, August 2007, available at: www.wcs.org. This article available in the
print edition only.

20

Source as endnote 6.

21

Source as endnote 19.

22

Source as endnote 6, p. 30.

23

The World Conservation Union, or International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN) is a broad coalition of hundreds of NGOs International NGOs, and about 10,000 experts
and scientists from countries around the world aimed at protecting the integrity and diversity of nature
and ensuring that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable. See: www.iucn.org.

Although the authorities chose to promote these wildlife passages as having been created specifically to
strengthen the ‘green’ credentials of the railway, many of the overpasses were in reality necessitated by the
rolling terrain and seasonal watercourses.
Hoh Xil is a Mongolian name, meaning ‘blue glass’. This is the common transliteration used for the nature
reserve. ‘Hoh’, meaning blue, is transliterated differently elsewhere, for example, in ‘Kokonor’, or ‘blue lake’,
the common transliteration of the Mongolian name for Qinghai Lake.

5

According to the International Fund for Animal Welfare (www.ifaw.org), chiru movement is complex, and
both resident and migratory populations exist. Female and male movement patterns are different. Adult
females and their female offspring move up to 300 km (186 miles) between winter mating grounds and
summer calving grounds. Young males move from the herd and congregate with other young males, or
adult males, until they eventually join a mixed herd.

7
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‘Searching for grass and water: Grazing land ecosystem sustainability and herders’ livelihoods in western
China’, by Daniel Miller, forthcoming paper kindly supplied to ICT by the author, 2007.
A cartoon representation of a Tibetan antelope called Yingying is one of the five official mascots for the
2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing.

8

See the website for the World Conservation Union at www.iucn.org; see also the site dedicated to the
organization’s ‘Red List’, at www.iucnredlist.org.

9

See the website for the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species at www.cites.org.
The chiru is also listed as endangered by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service.
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‘Fencing Spells Disaster for the Last of China’s Przewalski’s Gazelles’, the World Conservation Union, 2006,
available at: www.iucn.org.

10

‘Wildlife of the Tibetan Steppe’, George Schaller, Wildlife Conservation Society & Tibetan Plateau Project,
University of Chicago, Chicago, USA, 2000.

25

Source as endnote 1.

11

‘Number of Tibetan antelopes dwindles to between 70,000 and 100,000’, Agence France-Presse, December 15,
2007, archived by Tibet Environmental Watch, and available at: www.tew.org.

12

‘Wildlife and nomads in the eastern Chang Tang reserve, Tibet’, George B Schaller, Lu Zhi, Wang Hao, and
Su Tie, Memorie della Societa Italiana di Scienze Naturali e del Museo Civico di Storia Naturale di Milano,
Vol XXXIII, Fascicolo I.

13

The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) and the Wildlife Trust of India (WTI) reported that as
many as three chirus must be slaughtered to stitch together one shahtoosh shawl, and that at one point
20,000 chirus were being butchered every year to feed the shahtoosh industry. On their ‘Save the chiru’
campaign website, www.shahtoosh.com, conservation organizations stated that ‘shahtoosh is out, pashmina
is in’: “Yes, days of the shahtoosh shawl being a fashion statement are over. It is a prêt assertion written in gore
and blood — the sight of which has moved the global fashion fraternity to rally together to denounce this
shawl. It is no more chic to drape this shawl woven from wool taken from the Tibetan antelope or chiru,
a highly endangered species found in the higher reaches of the Tibetan plateau in China.”

14

The Mineral Resources Law (1996, amended version, came into force January 1, 1997) states that mining in
“natural reserves and important scenic spots designated by the state” can only be carried out if “approved by
the relevant departments in charge authorized by the State Council” (Art 20). But reports from the ground
indicate that illegal mining continues in the natural reserves of Hoh Xil and other reserves.
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PERSPECTIVES: THE RAILROAD’S FRAILTY
A journey across the roof of the world

A

PANKAJ MISHRA traveled on the railway to Lhasa in spring 2007. The
account below of his journey is extracted from an article he wrote for The New
Yorker, reproduced here with the kind permission of the author.

UTHOR

“[...] The Chinese rail network has expanded dramatically and become one of the largest
in the world. Reaching Golmud, in Qinghai, in 1984 and Kashgar, in Xinjiang, in 1999,
it has economically integrated these remote provinces, making them available for
large-scale resettlement by Han Chinese immigrants, and strengthening Beijing’s
political control.
The link from Golmud to Lhasa, across the almost impassable Kunlun Mountains,
which form a natural boundary at the north of the Tibetan plateau, has been the most
ambitious of China’s rail ventures. In 1889, visiting a country deeply humiliated by
Western powers, Rudyard Kipling had wondered, ‘What will happen when China
really wakes up, runs a line from Shanghai to Lhasa... and controls her own gunfactories and arsenals?’ China has now woken up.
Later in the afternoon, when I walked through the train, the Tibetans seemed fewer and
more subdued. Most were in the cheapest, ‘hard seats’ carriage, tickets for which cost
around fifty dollars. Built with scant regard for the human form, the hard seats
encouraged a bolt-upright posture for forty-seven hours. The Tibetans had already
slumped into a miasma of cigarette smoke and a faint smell of yak butter.

An image of modernization: Tibetans walk along a road in eastern Tibet, where statesponsored urbanization and infrastructure construction is proceeding at a rapid pace.
The characters on the road sign are entirely Chinese, following a pattern of the increasing
use of the Chinese language in Tibet and marginalization of the Tibetan language. IMAGE: ICT.
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Many of the Chinese were grouped in the ‘hard sleeper’ compartments, tickets for
which cost around a hundred dollars. Empty instant-noodle cups lay on the floor, the
P.A. system was turned up high, and people shouted into cell phones. It was hard to spot
potential immigrants among them. Was it the young rake with quasi-punk hair and
Lenovo laptop, or the middle-aged man with the People’s Daily open on a battered leather
briefcase? In one cabin, six teen-age girls sprawled on narrow bunks, bored faces turned
toward the door. There were more of them in the next cabin — two neat rows of equally
listless expressions.
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With the world outside obscured, a mood of lethargy and irresponsibility seemed to be
spreading through the train. In the dining car, the guards, who had been stiffly solemn
before their Chinese bosses, were flirting with the waitress. The coach attendants
huddled in another corner of the car, smoking.
The commentary droned on: ‘Dear passengers, tea is a common drink among Tibetan
people.’ I listened for a while, hoping for something like the story I had heard on the
CCTV documentary of construction workers on the railroad stopping to let migrating
antelope pass. But the P.A. system dealt mostly in bombast. Such-and-such a bridge or
tunnel was a ‘masterpiece’ in the history of rail construction; the railroad was to help
develop Tibet in a ‘scientific, harmonious way.’
Neither modern science nor harmony seemed to have played much part in the development of the industrial city of Lanzhou, whose outskirts began to drift past the window in the afternoon — an assemblage of rusting machinery, slag heaps, and landfills;
of chimneys and brick kilns belching thick smoke; of concrete tenements whose
broken windowpanes were held together with cellophane and old newspapers. Western modes of mass production seemed to have re-created in China the squalor of
nineteenth-century British coal and mill towns.
China’s urbanization — arguably the most expansive and swiftest in history — has
already exacted a steep environmental price from Tibet, whose rapidly melting
glaciers feed the biggest rivers in Asia. The Marxist faith in the human ability to use
technology to conquer nature means that there is no restraint in China on the Faustian
fantasy of gigantic public projects, as demonstrated by the Three Gorges Dam, on the
Yangtze River, which has already displaced 1.4 million people. When speaking of the
railroad to Tibet, the Chinese sound like the true inheritors of the old European zeal for
science and industry, as assured as colonial officials of another era were of their superiority over apparently benighted natives.
The railroad’s frailty had become apparent in the weeks following its opening.
Chinese engineers, however ingenious, had not fully reckoned with global warming,
which was raising temperatures faster than expected, and the foundations of the rail
line had already begun sinking into the permafrost by the end of July [2006]. Thawing
could cause tracks to bend and slump, and bridges to crack. In late August, a dining
car derailed two hundred and fifty miles north of Lhasa, with no apparent effect on
the train’s oxygen-supply system. I tried not to think about the journey’s likely perils
as I drifted off to sleep for the second night on the train.
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A Tibetan worker early on in the laying of tracks. Most workers on the railroad have been
Chinese, with Tibetans doing largely unskilled manual labor. PHOTO: ICT

While I slept, Qinghai, a barren, inhospitable land settled by Chinese political prisoners in the nineteen-fifties and sixties, passed in the night. The train steadily gained
altitude. When I awoke, just after we passed Golmud, the air felt thin, although oxygen
was now pumping hard into the compartment. Groggily, I opened the curtains and
then sat dazzled before a startlingly white landscape — its forbidding aspect tempered
and endowed with heartening intimacy by the unearthly radiance of Tibetan light.
All through that morning, the train twisted and climbed through the Kunlun Range,
between mountains with needle-sharp peaks and sunny slopes. Occasionally, the mountains retreated, and then treeless valleys opened alongside the tracks, scored by streams
of a glittering chalky white. The artificial rose in my compartment now appeared
translucent.
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The train clattered past empty railway stations and huts with corrugated-tin roofing;
they looked like temporary dwellings for construction and maintenance workers. The
highway to Lhasa ran alongside us, empty except for an occasional military convoy.

shadows crept down from the stony slopes of mountains even as the lingering light set
their snow-flecked peaks ablaze.

The P.A. system announced the Tanggula Pass, the highest point of our journey. At sixteen thousand six hundred and forty feet, a thousand feet higher than Mont Blanc, the
pass is higher than the altitude at which light aircraft fly. I had a mental image of the
pass based on visits to other high passes in Tibet: the snowcapped mountains arrayed
imperiously against the blue sky, supervising subsidiary ranges that stretched in rich
layers below them. But I couldn’t tell when we passed Tanggula. None of the cairns or
prayer flags that frame views of Tibetan passes appeared. The railway seemed to have
forgone some of the dramatic vistas offered by the road. It ascended gently to the
Tibetan plateau, without any of the hairpin turns and loops of the kind that trains
negotiate in the Himalayas.

On the highway, two leather-clad and goggled motorcyclists appeared, zooming
through the jagged shadows on the tarmac, shrinking into the distance until they
disappeared entirely. We passed a wide lake, the waves at its shore frozen into odd
sculptural forms suggesting entrapment and desolation. As the train straightened after
a long curving tunnel near Lhasa, a nomad emerged from his tent on a hillside.
Fantastically dressed in fur hat, sheepskin coat, high boots, and silver buckles, he
stopped and gazed at us — interlopers in his world — with what could have been
either fear or disdain.”
— Pankaj Mishra, The New Yorker, April 16, 2007.

The snow on the hills thinned, exposing wind-abraded rock. The ground showed
through, brown and stony, and then we were in flat grassland with soft brown hills at
the edge, their peaks sugared with snow and resembling the conical caps of Tibetan
Buddhist sects.
Once, a herd of antelope skipped beside the tracks. Looking for more of them, I saw
black nomad tents on a distant hillside. Yaks with white stripes on their backs appeared
in the dank yellow grass. The train whizzed past empty stations; on the rare occasion
that we stopped, there were hardly any Tibetans to be seen. This seemed the strangest
aspect of a rail service designed to benefit local people: their meagre presence outside
as well as inside the train.
I read and napped for a while, and then took another walk through the train. I had a
slight headache, and my swollen bag of dried apricots popped easily and spilled its
contents on the floor. But the altitude was having a deeper effect on many people on the
train. The guards I had seen carousing in the dining car looked drained, barely able to
focus their eyes on the flat-screen television. In the chair car almost no one sat upright.
The hard sleeper, too, was a mess of slumped bodies. A faint smell of vomit lingered in
the air. Remarkably clean so far, the toilet in my carriage had begun to overflow.
Outside, a few walled settlements in the Tibetan style began to appear fortress-like
houses with sloping walls; red, blue, and green prayer flags at the turrets; and flat roofs,
often topped incongruously with the red flag bearing Communist stars. A few miles out
of Nagqu, the biggest Tibetan town north of Lhasa, the sun began to set. Long blue
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THE WORLD’S ‘THIRD POLE’
Climate change and development in Tibet

“Special care of the Tibetan ecology is not only the concern of six million Tibetans
but also millions of others in South Asia and China who depend upon the rivers.”
— The Dalai Lama, speaking on November 22, 2007

Summary

T

IBET, OFTEN REFERRED TO AS THE ‘ ROOF OF THE WORLD ’ or the ‘world’s third pole’

because it contains the biggest ice fields outside of the Arctic and Antarctic, is
threatened by melting glaciers and other extreme weather phenomena. Scientists believe that the Tibetan plateau offers an early warning of global climate change.
Because Tibet is the source of several of the world’s largest rivers and plays a prominent
role in the Asian monsoon system, the consequences will affect the lives of millions of
people downstream as well as those on the high plateau. Scientists have warned that
increased urbanization and the Qinghai-Tibet railroad may be contributing to the
adverse effects.
There is a striking discrepancy between official admissions of the environmental crisis in the PRC, and the apparent refusal by the Chinese government to accept that this
has any implications for development strategy in Tibet — an indication that Beijing’s
policy on Tibet remains exempt from genuine debate or enquiry.

Tibet from space. Eastern Himalayan region, showing the Great Bend of the Brahmaputra
River, where it makes a U-turn into India from its source in Tibet — where it is known as the
Yarlung Zangbo. Because Tibet is the source of several of the world’s largest rivers flowing
into Asia, and plays a prominent role in the Asian monsoon system, the consequences of
climate change on the plateau and China’s policies of land use will affect the lives of millions
of people downstream. Photo taken by NASA in February 1996. PHOTO ID NUMBER: STS075-721-13.

Tibet’s harsh and rugged climate masks a fragile ecosystem that is vulnerable to the
effects of global climate change1 — studies have found the effects of global warming
more pronounced at higher elevations.2 A 2007 study by the Tibet Autonomous
Region (TAR) Meteorological Bureau found that the TAR is experiencing a 0.3°C
increase in temperature every decade,3 over twice the global average,4 with four of the
five warmest winters in the last 35 years in the TAR occurring since 2000;5 while the
past century has been the warmest in 1000 years.6 Today, China as a whole is experiencing a 0.4°C rise every 100 years.7
Scientists believe that in Tibet as elsewhere one driver of climate change may be land
cover and land use changes relating to agriculture and urbanization. These factors may
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Greenpeace predicts that if current trends continue, 80% of Himalayan glaciers will be
gone in 30 years.11 A United Nations official even said that “there will be no snow and
ice in the Himalayas in 50 years.”12
Scientists predict that the land cover on the Tibetan plateau will significantly change
due to global warming. While glaciers and permafrost melt, areas covered by natural
vegetation could expand; making more land available for farming and raising livestock. However, the mismanagement of expanding farming and pastoral areas, coupled with the increased chances of drought due to climate change, could instead result
in increased desertification.13
Environmental problems on the plateau are compounded by a greater demand for
water in the region on account of rapid development connected to the railway as well
as a mounting influx of tourists and visitors. Since the opening of the Qinghai-Tibet railway, the TAR has experienced acute water shortages.14

Railway ‘could be unsafe’ due to climate change
Rivers of Tibet. IMAGE COURTESY CHARLES GAY AND TASHI D. LEK

even outweigh ‘greenhouse gas forcing’.8 “The many civil engineering projects currently under way, such as the construction of the Qinghai-Xizang railroad, combined
with a conscious effort by China to urbanize the Tibetan plateau, will lead to further
and likely greatly accelerated population increases and land surface changes in the future,” said scientists Oliver W. Frauenfeld and Tingjun Zhang.9 “According to some
studies, the carrying capacity of parts of the Tibetan Plateau has been far exceeded,
partly due to inappropriate land management practices implemented in the 1950s.
Additionally, urbanization, which can result in 8–11°C higher temperatures than in
surrounding rural areas, has occurred on the Tibetan plateau in cities such as Lhasa,
Golmud, and Xining.”
The Director of the TAR Meteorological Bureau, Song Shanchong, confirmed in July
2007 that the “meteorological disasters exacerbated by global warming such as the rising of the snowline, the retreat of glaciers, the northward movement of permafrost,
the loss of grassland, the eastward spread of desertification and the loss of biodiversity,
are all posing an ever greater threat to Tibet’s ecological systems.”10
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It is impossible to predict whether the Qinghai-Tibet railroad will last and successfully
withstand the fluctuating permafrost better than the highways. Some leading scientists
are openly cautious, attributing their concerns to climate change, while experts have
warned that parts of the track could become unstable, triggering derailments if warm
weather melted frozen ground under the railway route.
China’s top meteorological expert, Qing Dahe, has said that climate change could
certainly present a danger to travelers using the new railway. The head of China’s Meteorological Bureau told the Beijing Morning Post on March 10, 2007, that “Maintenance
costs [for the railway] could be pushed up because of the unusual climatic conditions.
Safety of passengers on the new railway and a new highway in Tibet could be affected
by global warming.” The Chairman of the TAR government, Jampa Phuntsog, has denied that the railway is unsafe but admitted that a train derailed in spring 2007, with
no casualties.15

The impact of climate change on Asia’s water resources
The immediate effects of global warming can be found in Tibet’s shrinking glaciers. The
Tibetan plateau’s high-altitude location once maintained 36,000 glaciers (covering a
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total area of 50,000 square km), but they have shrunk by an estimated 30% over the last
100 years.16 If current warming trends continue, glaciers 4 km in length and shorter are
expected to completely melt with a 3°C increase in temperature, dramatically decreasing Tibet’s glacier cover.17 This includes a 60% decrease in the glaciated area at the headwaters of the Drichu River (Yangtze River),18 Asia’s longest.

diversion projects upstream under any treaty provisions. There has recently been
interest from China in activating a joint mechanism with India set up in November
2006 for sharing hydrological information on these rivers.25

The melting of glaciers means more flooding in the short-term and more droughts
in the long-term. Liu Shiyin from the Chinese Academy of Science’s Cold and Arid Regions Environment and Engineering Research Institute was quoted by Xinhua in July
2007 as saying that “the shrinking of glaciers has picked up speed in the past decades.
While there might be more water in the rivers at present because of the increased melting, in the long run, the glacier water will decrease, and droughts will follow”.19

Climate change has also been cited as one factor contributing to the shrinking of wetlands at the source of the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers, reducing the amount of water
that flows down the rivers. China’s state-run news agency, Xinhua, reported on
research by scientists from the Institute of Mountain Hazards and Environment at the
Chinese Academy of Science (CAS) who studied the Tibetan plateau’s wetlands over a
40-year period and found that they have shrunk by more than 10%. The wetlands feeding into the Yangtze River alone have been reduced by 29%. Despite increased rainfall in the region, the water level in the wetlands has dropped due to increased
evaporation caused by global warming.26

Changes on the Tibetan plateau are crucial for the water resources (irrigation, drinking
and hydro-electric power) of most of the Asian continent. A United Nations report
found that half the world’s population is dependent upon water from the Tibetan
plateau and the Himalayas, where the Yangtze, Yellow and Mekong rivers also rise.20 The
rivers originating on the Tibetan Plateau, which include the Yangtze, Yellow, Mekong,
Brahmaputra, Indus, Karnali, Sutlej, Irrawaddy, Salween, and the Arun,21 feed 11 large
deltas that have formed along Asia’s coastal zones.22 Any change in the water level and
supply of these rivers would affect millions of people dependent on these waters.23
There is increasing concern in countries downstream (notably India) about the
impact of China’s accelerated development policies on water resources, as well as the
implications of proposals for dams and water diversion projects on the plateau. An
Indian analyst commented with concern on plans for a water diversion project
impacting the Brahmaputra, intended to address China’s shortage of water, and which
may go ahead in 2009.24 “The existing barrage on the Sutlej river and the planned structures on Brahmaputra have the potential to control river flows into India,” explained
M.S. Menon, a former member secretary of the Indian National Committee on Irrigation and Drainage, in an article in the Indian press. “For example, if the Chinese divert
waters during the glacier melting periods and release large flood flows during the monsoon, Indian irrigation and power projects would suffer.” Menon pointed out that
several years ago, for instance, floods from the Tibetan Brahmaputra devastated many
parts of Arunachal Pradesh, and that the flow patterns indicated dam failure. “Though
China denied it, satellite imageries confirmed broken structures,” he said.
There are currently no agreements between India and China on trans-boundary rivers,
which means that China is not answerable to India with regard to dam or water
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PERSPECTIVES
A way ahead — protecting a culture of global importance

D

IGITAL TECHNOLOGY has brought not only unprecedented access to information
for many Tibetans inside Tibet, but also a new means of sharing ideas and creating relationships with people who would otherwise be strangers. Tibetans
fluent in Chinese are exchanging views in virtual space about such sensitive subjects
as the Dalai Lama, Tibet’s political future, and economic development. Writer and
commentator Tashi Rabgey, who has studied the phenomenon, says: “For Tibetans, the
significance of this technological innovation is particularly striking because of the
limits that have been imposed on public communication and expression in Tibetanspeaking areas during the post-Mao era. [...] Just as 20 years ago the advent of print
media and literary journals triggered a burst of interest in self-expression and social
critique, the recent arrival of the Internet has heightened the self-awareness and reflectiveness of an entirely new generation of Tibetans.” Tashi Rabgey points out that this
new generation constitutes fully bilingual and bicultural Tibetans who, despite being
brought up in a Chinese-ruled Tibet, are experiencing a minor renaissance of Tibetan
cultural identity and are newly aware of a political struggle being waged in their name.1

The following essay was written by a Tibetan intellectual who uses the pen name
Bozawa, and was carried by several Chinese and Tibetan websites throughout the
world. The essay is reproduced in full here, as it is rare that Tibetan voices and opinions
are heard from inside Tibet, particularly when giving suggestions for maintaining
Tibetan cultural identity and economic integrity in the face of Chinese government
policies which are seen as wholly unsympathetic to Tibetans.

Bozawa (Lhasa): From inside Tibet, a Tibetan’s suggestions
for resolving the Tibet question2
In stark contrast to grazing on the open rangelands, these goats make do with a patch of
scrubby grass in a nomad settlement camp in eastern Tibet. IMAGE: ICT

1. Maintain and establish a unique traditional economic environment
and atmosphere in the ethnic regions, and formulate protective policies
with substantive significance for the nationalities’ economy.
The benefits currently brought to Tibet by the center’s3 economic policies are very obvious indeed, but primarily the greatest beneficiaries are not the people of Tibet (I must
stress that referring here to the people of Tibet does not indicate just Tibetan people, but
includes also the Han and Hui peoples who have lived in and have moved to Tibet in
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the previous hundred years). Looking at the current situation in places throughout
Tibet, there is the obvious point that the people who have been the greatest beneficiaries are outsiders who have come to Tibet from various Han provinces and cities. In
this regard, people cannot avoid being suspicious of the motivation and the propaganda surrounding the center’s investments in Tibet.

tance, and using the influence also of China’s overall economic growth, new highs can
be attained for modernized enterprises in their ‘management levels’, ‘personnel quality’ and ‘economic strengths’. Under such circumstances the Tibetan people will first
be able to take a proud social and economic position, and it is only with such a selfendowed economic background that the region’s people’s ethnic culture can stand tall
and stop losing ground.

The difference in Tibet’s economy prior to 1959 compared to now beggars description,
but in practice the extremely backward economy based on the millennia-old animal
husbandry industry at the very least still had its independence and its special human
characteristics. I myself have no intention of appealing for the return of the economic
levels of Tibet in the middle ages, but if one looks at Tibet’s economy from when the
center took control of it through to the policies of reform and opening up, there is in
actual fact no evidence that Tibet’s economy — compared to other provinces’
economies — will ever be anything except last. And the possibility cannot be denied
that under the positive influence of external assistance, the Tibetan economy could
actually be very well run by Tibetan people taking full control.
Even if the Tibetan economy were to unexpectedly realize its potential and explode
into life, the Tibetan people would still have to lose their passive economic status — or
at least avoid losing their dominant economic status — or else they’ll sink into the
same pitiful state as the American Indian.
In order to avoid the disastrous road of ‘American Imperialism’ I suggest that there
should be ‘Ethnicized, Modernized, and Localized’ reforms carried out to Tibet’s
economic policies. ‘Ethnicized’ refers to macro-economic policies which are changed
to protect the Tibetan people’s dominant position in the Tibetan economy, granting economically preferential and beneficial policies to the Tibetan-run economy, and to consider opening up and granting subsidies to economic bodies from outside Tibet to trade
in areas in which Tibetans cannot operate for reasons of their ideology or customs,
but which would still be under the overall control of Tibet’s local management offices.
A ‘modernized’ Tibetan economy is actually not in conflict with an ‘ethnicized’
Tibetan economy. Evident proof of this is contributed by the recent abundance of modern enterprises in the economic realm run by Tibetans in Tibet. Although these
enterprises do not play a dominant economic role, the social benefits that a small number of these enterprises bring to society are highly noteworthy, and are usually reported
in China’s media in glowing terms. In the Tibet of the future, economic entities run by
Tibetan people themselves will need to rely on conditions that they create for themselves. Under the influence of rationally using resources and outside technical assis-
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The ‘localized’ referred to above is a supplement to ‘ethnicized’ and ‘modernized’ and
is the manifestation of a trend towards the Tibetan people in Tibet assuming the
absolute dominant role in the Tibetan economy. It is only if the Tibetan people can
establish such an economic position for themselves that they will not be cast outside
of Tibet’s social and developmental mainstream.
2. External economic factors should respect religious and cultural beliefs
in nationality areas.
At present, in the course of Tibet’s economic development, people coming from outside
are economically superior, and the majority of high-value economic domains are still
controlled by outsiders. At the same time as making good money in Tibet, they bring
with them to Tibet the same kind of service industries that once flourished in Saigon
during the Vietnam War. The prevalence of brothels and bars and dance halls is no
less than anything else seen in any mid-sized city in the Chinese interior. Such
depravity and degeneracy beneath a gleaming façade is at enormous variance with the
everyday lives of Tibet’s broad masses and is having an impact on the healthy development of a new generation of Tibetans. Tibet has an ancient history and culture whose
depth and profundity are a richness for all mankind and are an important constituent
of today’s global culture. It is the duty of the Tibetan people first and foremost to protect this cultural heritage. The fruit of these entertainment industries, whose sole pursuit is profit and which leave no benefit to the region or to society, is to a certain degree
the same as the corrosive effects of opium upon the soul. Therefore, in order to fully
implement the state’s relevant policies on protecting culture in the minority regions
and in accordance with stipulations in the third [sic — should be fourth] General Principle of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China — ‘The state helps the areas
inhabited by minority nationalities speed up their economic and cultural development in accordance with the peculiarities and needs of the different minority nationalities’ — it is hoped that some necessarily restrictive measures can be placed on the
rampant spread of Tibet’s non-local entertainment culture.
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3. Permit the Dalai Lama and other overseas Tibetans to visit Tibet in a
private capacity and provide channels of communication for them.
It has long been said that “The Dalai Lama is the key to solving the Tibet question”; I
myself have no intention of using the papers and essays of Tibetologists inside and
out of Tibet to reiterate that point here. I believe that the Chinese Communist Party
which consistently advocates “seek truth from facts” as a standard for right and wrong
also once recognized this.
Evidence for this can be seen in the late Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping’s unequivocal
line: “You can talk about anything except Tibetan independence”. Lets set aside for the
time being the myriad arguments between both sides over the years; it cannot be denied
that the Tibet question exists, and the question itself cannot be denied further by means
of ‘trivializing’ or of ‘over-stating’ it. Therefore, in order to manifest the Chinese government’s enlightenment and initiative when handling those parts of the Tibet problem which touch upon China’s international image, and in order to meet the sole
religious demand of religious believers inside Tibet, and in order to end the more than
40-years foreign exile of 100,000 Tibetan compatriots, and in order to eliminate a major
reason for separatism, and in order to completely and thoroughly protect unification,
the Dalai Lama and other overseas Tibetans should be permitted to visit Tibet in a private capacity, and there should be provision for channels of communication. In order
for both sides to eliminate misgivings, both sides can jointly adopt simplified procedures for clearing immigration control, for appointing and organizing the members and
structure of visiting groups ahead of time, and for agenda planning and ensuring a certain amount of secrecy around travel plans, and thereby replace many years of vengefulness and animosity with co-operation. As far as the Chinese government is
concerned, this would be a strategic achievement of epoch-defining significance.
4. Re-appraise Tibet’s ‘new countryside construction project’,
protecting the rights of people to live independent lives.
The Tibet new countryside construction project, initiated with huge investment from
the state, has already begun. From a common-sense point of view, if someone spends
money to build you a home it should be a joyous affair. Never mind whether the masses
themselves get any actual benefit from all these thousands of identical, communestyle and collectivized housing construction projects: looking at the plan from the
point of its implementation, there is enormous legal and moral doubts of whether citizens’ rights to live independent lives have been infringed upon by concentrating so
many nomads’ and farmers’ homes alongside roads. Raising people’s standards of liv-
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ing isn’t solely about living in concentrated communities close to roads or about living
in homes that all look the same. If even the most basic rights to lead an independent life
and be an independent resident are suppressed, and even if there is a notable economic
benefit, there is still the possibility of losing people’s loyalty.
The variety and richness of a nationality’s culture is manifested in the whole, which is
itself made up of countless abstract constituent parts. That culture is not to be used
for lining up in rows in a new countryside to be shown on the television news. If this
kind of thing could truly bring economic benefits and cultural development to the nomadic and farming masses, why is there no such proclamation of a ‘rural economy
“roadification” movement’ along the national highways and expressways in Beijing’s
suburbs? China, as a great economic empire among developing nations, has I believe
more economists working on research than the entire population of Lhasa; based on
lessons from the many years of economic work and experiences of the Great Leap
Forward and Collectivization, they will not commit similar mistakes. It can thus be
seen that carrying out construction projects such as these is merely window dressing.
But spending money to buy ‘face’ is never going to win people’s hearts, because at
the same time as you buy someone a home, you deprive them of the right to an independent life.
5. Respect the cultural traditions of the nationalities, thoroughly
implement the TAR’s relevant rules and regulations on protecting
and developing the Tibetan language.
In the 1980s the TAR government formulated regulations on work to develop the
Tibetan language. But with regard to current usage of the Tibetan language, the regulations can only be described as nominal. One of the stipulations is that the Tibetan language should be studied and used by Han cadres in Tibet, but the reality of the situation
is that more than 99% of Han cadres cannot speak or read even the most basic Tibetan.
To give a simple example, documents on the ‘spirit’ of meetings held by the central
Party and government and by the TAR People’s government as well as the TAR Party
committee are issued to lower work units in various areas in both Chinese and Tibetan
versions. However, in the process of being issued, the Tibetan-language versions disappear either because of the existence of more Han cadres in the lower levels of government, or because people don’t want to be troubled with printing them. This is how
even Party and state policy documents are truncated and lost, and so what good can this
be doing to the Tibetan language? Looking at it from the bottom up, when the
Cheng’guan District in Lhasa City had its 2006 NPC election, there was no written
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Tibetan on the ballot paper. Those ‘liberated serf’ Party members who barely have a
word of Chinese were obviously confused, and labored under a sense of abandonment
by the CCP.
Tibetans make up the absolute majority of the population of Tibet, but that does not
necessarily mean those using the Tibetan language are Tibetan people. All over Tibet
there are non-Tibetan people of Tibet who are religious believers and who slowly over
the course of history have come to use Tibetan for their involvement in day to day and
religious activities, such as the Tibetan Muslims who came to Tibet a hundred years ago
and traders from Nepal. In addition, there are people of Tibet using the Tibetan language including Bön adherents and Catholics.
With regard to the situation described above, the language used by the people of Tibet
all over Tibet is Tibetan, and yet for 50 years Tibetan audiences have only had two
stations with Tibetan programs, one of which uses the Amdo dialect. With regard to
middle and elementary school students, the only remaining courses taught in the
Tibetan language are mathematics, natural science and Tibetan itself. Tibetan students
can participate in all manner of regional and even national writing competitions but
there is no such regional competition for writing in Tibetan nor for Tibetan calligraphy.
It is extremely worrying how schools in Lhasa are reducing the time set aside for studying the Tibetan language. There are only two avenues open for students who major in
Tibetan, one of which is to stay at home and be a professional writer in Tibetan; and the
other is to leave home and cut oneself off from roots and family. Conversely, a Han
student or cadre will never have difficulties finding work or being promoted to the
position of a high official just because they do not understand Tibetan. This is even
more the case in the outside world, where the ‘development’ of the Tibetan language
can be seen on advertisements and billboards for big cell-phone companies and e-mail
companies through to general store signboards: the Tibetan script is either tiny or
unclear, or it’s incomplete or spelt wrong or the translation is laughably poor, or the
Tibetan script is simply not there.
Examples of the above are too many to mention. In order to truly develop and protect
the Tibetan language, we should start by rationally creating the social conditions for the
development of the Tibetan language and draft new regulations for the development
and protection of the Tibetan language. If such work could start with the education, employment, promotion, professional title and wage levels of Tibetan cadres, government
workers and students, it would be a useful social mechanism. It would be impractical
to compel all Han cadres in Tibet to study Tibetan, but for those grass-roots level Han
cadres in Tibet who regularly come into contact with the Tibetan masses, it is extremely
necessary that they are able to read a little, speak a little and write a little Tibetan.
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6. Stop large, environmentally destructive mining projects.
As the roof of the world, everyone knows the impact that Tibet’s environment and
climate has on the rest of the world. With regard to protecting the environment for
the existence of all mankind, the wanton stripping away of ecological systems from the
planet’s surface has a disastrous impact on the environment. Strengthening the
protection of Tibet’s natural environment directly impacts neighboring ecological systems and indeed those of the entire world. This in itself should be reason enough to stop
large, environmentally destructive mining projects.
7. Strengthen the moral training and education of a small number
of government religion workers, and relax administrative controls on
religious work units.
Due to many reasons such as the increase in numbers of outsiders, there has in recent
decades in Tibet been several unseemly instances where an extremely small minority
of government religion workers do not observe laws and morality. Such behavior has
not been managed or supervised by the relevant departments; conversely, methods
were used which were in contravention of many of China’s current laws and regulations, and actions which put administrative restrictions on religious venues were
implemented. In order to further manifest the state’s implementation of policies on
freedom of religious belief, and religious work units and venues’ legal rights to independence, it is suggested that administrative controls at religious work units, as well as
all other methods of inappropriate interference in activities, should be relaxed.
8. Carry out the systematic construction of education in nationalities’
traditional culture and the fine arts.
The richness and importance of Tibetan culture and fine art will no longer be limited
due to lack of space or explanations. The rapturous reception around the world to
exhibitions of Tibetan culture and art are enough to prove that they have more of a
market than just in Tibet. The brief profusion of Lhasa Nangma bars further proves
the point. Currently in Tibet there are indeed many official artistic work units such as
song and dance troupes, nationalities’ artistic troupes and Tibetan drama troupes, and
there are places of study for nationalities’ arts such as the Academy of Art at Tibet University, and the Tibet Drama Group. Although they all play a certain important role in
the preservation and development of nationalities’ culture and art, it is not enough to
rely on them alone. In a market of complete commercialization, work should be done
towards the commercialization of minority culture, such as investing in the estab-
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lishment of profitable minority culture performance centers. Otherwise, art centers
currently in all parts of Tibet will never be anything more than snack bars and cinemas.
With regard to education in culture and the arts, it is nowhere near enough to simply
open an academy of art or a Tibetan theater group; with regard to Lhasa there are
palaces and folk art classes for the systematized strengthening of Kalu, Nangma, and
Duixie, but there is no systematic, specialized or long-term education work on these
art forms in the arts education systems described above. This therefore is one of the
reasons why several years ago the phenomenon of Nangma bars died out.

tional sentiments. The Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate have decided to no longer legally pursue Taiwan’s legislators for criminal behavior prior to the establishment of the People’s Republic of China.

9. Exercise overall control over the numbers of outsiders coming
to the region to work.

‘On the economic front, open wide the door and promote exchange, to welcome
entrepreneurs from Taiwan to invest on the mainland and to engage in trade, and provide them with favorable conditions and legal protections.

Currently, there are many different influences combining to affect the vital interests of
Tibetans, not the least of which is allowing large numbers of outsiders to come to Tibet
— the biggest hidden danger in creating contradictions between the Tibetan and Han
people. Tibetans need outsiders to come to supplement the economy, but it is not simply suppressing and reversing the numbers of outsiders going to Tibet that will make
the Tibetan people attain true happiness. It is only by increasing controls on the transfer of labor out of Tibet that both parties — both nationalities — can achieve longterm stability and development. The Lhasa Evening News reported in April 2007 or
thereabouts that Tibet’s labor supply is already greater than demand. Therefore, from
the high position of protecting unity between Han and Tibetans, there should be largescale overall controls on the numbers of workers coming to Tibet.
10. Extend the same policies to Tibetans inside and outside Tibet
as those granted to Han people either side of the Taiwan Straits,
recognizing, supporting and encouraging exchanges between Tibetans
at home and abroad, and stopping the total exclusion of Tibetan
society from abroad.
The following is a report issued by the Information Office of the State Council in April
2006 on relations across the Taiwan Straits:
‘In order to realize the normal comings and goings of people on both sides of the Straits
and the unity of the state, the Chinese government at the same time as advocating
peaceful re-unification has adopted a series of measures to promote the development
of relations between both sides:
‘On the political front, adjust relevant policies and measures to alleviate confronta-
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‘On the military front, take the initiative to relax the military stalemate on both sides
of the Straits, to stop bombardments of islands such as Jinmen, and to open some
advanced defenses and observation stations in Fujian as economic development zones
and tourist spots.

‘The Chinese government will adopt a positive attitude towards the comings and
goings of other personnel, electronic communications and science and technology,
culture, sports, academia and news, and will adopt appropriate measures for encouraging the development of exchanges and cooperation in all areas on both sides of the
Straits. A government-approved civil organization, the “Cross-Straits Relationship
Association” is to be established to create connections with Taiwan’s “Straits Exchange
Foundation” and other relevant civil organizations, thereby protecting the legal interests of people on both side of the Straits and promoting the development of relations
on both sides of the Straits.’
The Chinese government’s policies and measures on Taiwan have gained the acceptance and understanding of more and more Taiwanese compatriots, Hong Kong and
Macao compatriots, overseas Chinese and people in China. The broad masses of Taiwanese compatriots have put a great deal of effort into developing the relationship
across the Strait. The Taiwanese authorities in recent years have appropriately adjusted
their policies towards the mainland, and have adopted more relaxed measures such
as allowing people on the island to visit family on the mainland, gradually relaxing
the restrictions on civil exchanges between both sides of the Straits, expanding indirect
trade, liberating indirect investment, and simplifying telephone, postal and currency
exchange procedures between compatriots on both sides of the Straits. All of this is
beneficial to mutual communication. There has been rapid growth in trade between
both sides of the Straits in recent years, and there has been a constant expansion in
exchange activities. Four agreements were signed at the Wanggu Forum held in April
1993, which was a historic step in the development of relations between both sides of
the Straits. There was a relaxation in the atmosphere between both sides of the Straits
that had not existed for the 40 previous years, and this was beneficial to peace and to
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peaceful re-unification.
To return to the topic, Taiwan has been an inseparable part of China since antiquity.
Dharamsala, the small town in northern India is not like this, and I do not believe
Dharamsala has ever had a dispute over its sovereignty. But there are more than 140,000
Tibetan compatriots who live in Dharamsala and in other countries throughout the
world. There’s a line from a song by a singer exiled in India several decades ago —
‘I never sold Lhasa, I never bought India’ — which fully reflects Tibetan exiles’ desire
to return to their roots. If Tibet is a part of China, then they are naturally overseas
Chinese, and they shall imminently be afforded the same ‘united treatment’ as
Taiwanese compatriots to return to the motherland. Conversely, if they deny, covertly
deny or in any other way avoid the reality of the question, this is tantamount to denying their own sovereignty over Tibet. To break through the icy policies which keep
Tibetan compatriots abroad so apart from their families at home would be enormously
beneficial to the great undertaking of unifying China and a correct resolution of the
Tibet question. But the current implementation of Tibetan compatriot policies, which
are a throwback to pre-1978, can explain why the door has been closed on Tibetan
compatriots abroad returning to the motherland. Naturally, the Chinese government’s
pre-1978 policies and the wording used today in the spotlight of international opinion
could not be more different. On the surface, there is nothing in recent policies on the
coming and goings of Tibetans at home and abroad that would seem remarkable to
the people of China, but in reality all manner of obstacles have been placed in the way
of Tibetan people coming and going across the border, such as canceling or refusing
domestic and foreign art troupes from traveling (it was forbidden to sell non-political
programs in Lhasa made by overseas Tibetan NGOs), forbidding Tibetans from sending
their sons and daughters abroad (particularly to India) to study, applying high-pressure tactics on Tibetans who do go abroad such as threatening to rescind their
pensions, and the prevalent attitude towards overseas Tibetans of ‘If you haven’t your
independence, you cannot come home’. And so from the high vantage point of unification of the nationalities, the same policies of unification granted to Taiwan’s
compatriots should be granted to overseas Tibetans. Meanwhile, in order to solve the
Tibet problem while sparing no efforts to develop cultural exchanges between the two
peoples, this will also fundamentally solve the problem of overseas exiled Tibetans by
paving a solid united front path.

1

‘Bringing Tibetans together through cyber-space: the impact of China’s digital revolution on a new generation’, by Tashi Rabgey, an edited extract from an unpublished paper featured in ICT’s book Incomparable
Warriors: Non-violent resistance in contemporary Tibet, 2005, available to order from ICT’s online store at
www.savetibet.org. According to a report by the China Information Network Center in January 2004 quoted
by Rabgey, there are approximately 86,000 Internet users in the Tibet Autonomous Region alone and 195,000
in Qinghai.

2

‘Bozawa (Lhasa): From Inside Tibet, a Tibetan’s suggestions for resolving the Tibet question’ [博扎瓦 (拉萨):
境内藏人解决西藏问题的建议], Bowen Press [博闻社], April 13, 2007, available at: http://bowenpress.com.

3

The term ‘the center’ is frequently used to refer to both the central government in Beijing, or to the central
Party in Beijing.

April 7, 2007.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

T

represent a way forward for Tibet. Their
purpose is to ensure that the expansion of Tibet’s economy will be of benefit to
Tibetans. Unless such guidelines are followed, the new railway to Tibet will
intensify existing migratory trends, exacerbate ethnic income disparities, and further
marginalize Tibetans accustomed to traditional economic pursuits, especially Tibetan
nomads.
HE FOLLOWING RECOMMENDATIONS

For the Government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC):

On October 17, 2007, the Dalai Lama was honored with the Congressional Gold Medal, presented by the US President, in a high-profile
ceremony. Despite the risks of showing their loyalty to the Tibetan
religious leader, all over Tibet, people celebrated. This image depicts
flames shooting from an incense kiln outside the sacred Jokhang
Temple in Lhasa on the day of the Gold Medal ceremony. When the
flames burn as brightly as they did on that day, it is a sign that
Tibetans are making more offerings than usual of alcohol, butter,
and medicinal herbs — the smoke is an offering. Observers reported
that despite warnings from the authorities not to celebrate, Tibetans
still circumambulated the Jokhang in their best clothes and with a
devotional spirit. A water-cannon was parked nearby but notably
did not quench the flames or disperse the crowds. The image is a
powerful representation of the continued loyalty and devotion of
Tibetans in Tibet to both their exiled religious leader, as well as their
determination against the odds to protect their religious culture.
IMAGE: ZOEANN MURPHY.

• Adopt laws and regulations for Tibetans that allow the implementation of
genuine autonomy so that Tibetans have the rights and means to participate in
decision-making on the development of Tibet. As the legislative assembly nominally elected by Tibetans has failed to legislate to protect the land leases and livelihoods of nomads, local democracy, such as is increasingly practiced in China,
could enable local communities to gain a public voice.
• Impose a moratorium on the settlement of Tibetan nomads displaced by development, pending an independent assessment, including a legal review, of policies
that require or produce displacement and resettlement, the confiscation of property and the imposed slaughter of livestock.
• In all instances of displacement and settlement of Tibetan nomads, offer affected
persons the opportunity to return or settle in an area nearby or like the one from
which they were moved, and provide legally-mandated compensation beyond
subsistence rations, until such time that alternative livelihoods are available.
• Prioritize investment in ‘soft’ infrastructure, such as health and education, rather
than ‘hard’ infrastructure, such as railroads and highways, in order to develop
human capacities and improve living conditions of Tibetans.
• Achieve six years of primary education for all rural primary-school-aged Tibetan
children, using the Tibetan language as the primary language of instruction, and
nine years in urban areas, in accordance with long-held public policy in China’s
minority nationality autonomous regions.
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• Provide Tibetans with universal local access to basic health care, reinforced by a
Community Medical System health insurance program.

• Provide the necessary support to grasslands scientists to refine existing models
of grassland ecology and to work with economists, livestock specialists, and pastoral development experts to design appropriate management systems for livestock production.

• Provide adequate income support to eliminate completely absolute poverty among
the most disadvantaged Tibetans in the most resource-deficient areas.
• Provide adequate resources to meet the need for vocational skills training for
Tibetans in both rural and urban areas, including vocational skills curricula in
primary and middle schools.
• Offer access and support to bilateral technical assistance providers and international NGO programming that provides small loans to rural Tibetan households
for investment in new income-generating activities, to rural and urban employable
skills training, to Tibetan enterprise support and development, and to reform of
rural education to include basic employable skills curricula.
• Provide incentives to Tibetans for establishing eco-friendly tourism ventures that
support the traditional Tibetan Buddhist culture, including the protection of sacred
landscape locations and non-interference with monastic life, and that employ
large numbers of Tibetans.
• Establish new conservation protected areas and encourage local Tibetan participation in the planning and implementation of conservation, park ranger and
tourist activities. Do not support protected areas which exclude local communities.

Specific recommendations for strengthening rural livelihoods
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• Examine and clearly articulate linkages between the ecological aspects of conserving the biodiversity and watershed values of the grasslands and the economic
benefits and goals of sustainable development in Tibetan pastoral areas.
• Adopt and implement policies that encourage livestock mobility and empower
nomads to manage their own rangelands.
• Invest in the re-sowing of native grasses in areas that have become degraded and
actively employ nomads to do the sowing and caring for the re-vegetated pastures.
• Provide nomads with sufficient social security and livestock insurance within an
integrated rangeland management policy that aims at supporting sustainable,
mobile pastoralism.
• Determine whether settlement will render individuals vulnerable to violation of
other human rights.
• Provide adequate and reasonable notice for all affected persons displaced by
development.
• Inform communities of legal channels through which they can challenge a
demand to resettle, make legal assistance available, and ensure that claimants
receive a fair adjudication.

Current policy on the settlement of Tibetan nomads has led to increased rangeland
degradation and goes against state-of-the-art information and analyses for livestock
production in pastoral areas. This body of scientific knowledge champions the
mobility of herds as a way to sustain the grasslands and livelihoods and points to the
conclusion that settling nomads is not necessary for water source conservancy, nor
appropriate, nor consistent with poverty alleviation.

• In order to ensure transparency and accountability in the process of settlement,
institutionalize genuine community consultation that facilitates participation by
all those affected by the policies.

• Focus development programs at local community levels, requiring the development of sustainable participatory mechanisms for community-based natural
resource management.

• Where those affected by settlement are unable to provide for themselves, take all
appropriate measures to ensure that adequate alternatives are available, including the opportunity to return to a herding livelihood.

• Implement mechanisms by which low-income citizens can easily access information on proposed settlements.
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• To comply with the recommendations of the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights and other human rights treaty obligations,
review the new Property Rights Law 2007 to ensure it provides the greatest possible security of tenure to occupiers of houses and land.

• impartially educate local Tibetan communities, through independent third
party consultants using the Tibetan language, to understand and consider the
full range of long-term environmental and social impacts that can be anticipated from proposed mines and processing plants.

• Uphold the rights to freedom of expression, assembly, and association. Recognize
the rights of herders to speak out publicly on settlement, legal regulations, and
other issues of concern.

• pay compensation, royalties and resource rental taxes to local communities,
rather than provincial or national authorities.

Recommendations for investors
• Investors in all areas designated as “Tibetan autonomous counties, prefectures or
regions” should be especially aware that normal business practices of community
engagement, consultation, stakeholder involvement and informed consent of all
affected communities are especially difficult to achieve in Tibet, requiring special
efforts beyond what suffices elsewhere.
• Investors, whether equity partners, partners in joint ventures, contractors or suppliers of technology, services or capital, should recognize the high profile of Tibet
globally, and meaningfully engage all stakeholders, including Tibetans and their
supporters worldwide, in order to preserve corporate reputations.
• Investors should adopt global best practice standards, going further than technical compliance with national laws, in order to comply earlier rather than later
with emerging global values and expectations of socially responsible investment
in areas of minority ethnicity where freedom of expression is curtailed.
• Investors in tourism, hotels, hospitality, entertainment and leisure have special
opportunity to invest in training Tibetan staff to occupy managerial positions,
and to be the public face of their operations at all levels.
• Investors in mining, resource extraction, processing, concentration and smelting
of metals, salts, oil and gas should be particularly aware of the existence of a global
public highly aware of Tibet, whose values, like those of Tibetans everywhere,
give higher priority to conservation and biodiversity protection than wealth accumulation. Stakeholders, both in Tibet and globally, will expect investors in mining to:

• set aside sufficient sums to remediate environmental impacts which may occur
not only during the productive life cycle of a mine but well after mine closure,
especially during extreme weather, earthquakes, floods etc.

To development agencies and international donors:
• Prioritize developing Tibetan human resources instead of following a model of
development typical of a city in inland China that prioritizes raising GDP.
• Project design phase should engage local Tibetan communities at an early stage,
even if this requires extra time, so local communities can learn and consider
options, impacts and long-term consequences.
• Project implementation should not be left to a Chinese government department
or bureau. Effective and meaningful development in Tibetan areas delivers benefits to Tibetans only when the external provider of development finance also
closely supervises disbursement and ongoing engagement with local Tibetan communities. Project activities, documentation and reporting to stakeholders should
be in Tibetan as well as other languages; and Tibetan-speaking staff should be
engaged from design and inception through to implementation and evaluation.
• In practice, be guided by the development guidelines promulgated by the Central
Tibetan Administration in Dharamsala.
• Support international NGO programs that provide small loans to rural Tibetan
households for investment in new income-generating activities, that offer employable-skills training in rural and urban areas, that support and develop Tibetan
enterprises, or that infuse basic employable-skills into rural school curricula.
• Particularly for those international donors funding anti-corruption and environ-
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mental protection projects in China, raise the concerns addressed in this report.
Encourage the formation within Tibet of community-based organizations that
enable local people to voice their concerns without fear of punishment.

uring actual poverty, actual rural household consumption, access to basic services, and progress towards Millennium Development Goals. He should make his
findings public.

• Before entering into any partnerships or contractual dealings with the national
or local governments of China, obtain assurances that the land for projects was
acquired in a manner consistent with human rights obligations, and that former
residents were adequately notified and compensated for their loss of land, property,
and income.

• The U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights should address the General Assembly expressing concern at the Chinese government’s failure to uphold the
rights of Tibetans to freedom of expression, assembly, and association, including
the rights of herders to speak out publicly on resettlement, legal regulations, and
other issues concerning development.

• Adopt explicit policies in support of human rights and establish procedures to
ensure that the financing of or participation in projects does not contribute to or
result in human rights abuses. At a minimum, implement a policy to conduct a
“human rights impact assessment” in coordination with local civil society groups.

• The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Education should press for adequate funding for
the education of Tibetan children. The downshifting of responsibility for financing schools to poor counties and poor families should be reversed, with central
leaders accepting responsibility for investing in Tibetan human capital formation.

• Uphold the rights to freedom of expression, assembly, and association. Recognize
the rights of Tibetans to speak out publicly on settlement, legal regulations, and
other issues of concern.
• Ensure that your infrastructure projects do not result in forced settlement or relocation.
• Press the Chinese government to adopt the recommendations listed in this report.

• The Human Rights Council should endorse the Basic Principles and Guidelines
on Displacement and Relocation presented by the Special Rapporteur on Adequate
Housing in his 2006 report to the Council, and invite China to approve guidelines
for such displacement as soon as possible.
• The Human Rights Council and the United Nations Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights should raise questions about the social exclusion and
marginalization of Tibetans resulting from China’s economic policies and the
advent of the railroad.

To the United Nations:
• Request from the Chinese government a report on compliance with the UN
Declaration on the Right to Development for presentation at the UN Human
Rights Council.
• The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing should request an invitation to
conduct a mission to Tibet.
• The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Fundamental Freedoms
Indigenous Peoples should raise concerns about the impact of the railroad and
Chinese government economic policies on Tibetan lives and livelihoods, and
should request an invitation to conduct a mission to Tibet. He should conduct
research in all areas designated as Tibetan counties, prefectures and regions, meas-
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The International Campaign for Tibet
works to promote human rights and democratic
freedoms for the people of Tibet.

ICT:
• monitors and reports on human rights, environmental
and socio economic conditions in Tibet,
• advocates for Tibetans imprisoned for their political
or religious beliefs,
• works with governments to develop policies and
programs to help Tibetans,
• secures humanitarian and development assistance
for Tibetans,
• mobilizes individuals and the international community
to take action on behalf of Tibetans, and
• promotes self-determination for the Tibetan people
through negotiations between the Chinese government
and the Dalai Lama.

Founded in 1988, ICT is a non-profit membership organization
with offices in Washington, DC; Amsterdam, Berlin and Brussels.

