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OVERVIEW

Under Xi Jinping's leadership, China has
implemented a multi-faceted strategy to
counter Tibetan Buddhism'’s global
influence and consolidate control over
religious institutions both within and
beyond its borders. This campaign
combines traditional hard power tactics
with new approaches to cognitive
warfare, leveraging economic influence,
social media manipulation, and
institutional control to reshape the
Buddhist landscape. As the Dalai Lama
approaches his ninth decade, Beijing
sees a historic opportunity to establish
dominance over the Tibeto-Mongolian
Buddhist world during what it
anticipates will be a crucial transition
period.

Combining tactics of repression and co-
option, China has imposed extreme policies
against religion in Tibet - from imposing
Party rule over monasteries and
imprisoning Tibetans who keep the Dalai
Lama's picture to preventing even online
teachings. Beyond PRC borders, Xi Jinping
has dramatically expanded the role and
scope of the United Front in countering the
global spread of Tibetan Buddhism and the
Dalai Lama’s influence. The PRC is actively
seeking a more central role for the Chinese

Party state in international Buddhist
organisations in competition with India and
the Tibetan exile administration.

In an alarming escalation of transnational
repression, a respected Tibetan reincarnate
lama who had apparently refused to host
China’s official Panchen Lama at his
monastery was pursued to Vietnam only for
China to announce his death in March.
Demonstrating China's extreme efforts to
control influential Buddhist figures even
beyond China’s borders, prominent Tibetan
abbot Humkar Dorje, a 56-year old
reincarnate lama and head of a monastery
in Tibet, was detained in a joint cross-
border operation by Chinese and
Vietnamese security agents in Ho Chi Minh
City. Humkar Dorje Rinpoche had escaped
into exile in Vietnam after facing
persecution from Chinese authorities in
Tibet for his commitment to preserving
Tibetan language and cultural identity."

The Dalai Lama’s public recognition of a
child as the new Bogd Lama
(Jebtsundampa), the Mongolian spiritual
leader, in March 2023 provided an early
warning of the political complications of
succession. The announcement triggered
reactions from China, which seeks to



control Buddhist institutions across Asia.
While Tibetan Buddhism is recognised by
the Mongolian government to have a
“civilisational importance”, the ruling party
effectively aligns itself with the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). The economy is
dependent on China’s investments and only
a few Mongolian politicians dare to openly
support the Dalai Lama.?

The Chinese leadership believes that it has
a 'historic’ opportunity to exert control over
the Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist world
during a vacuum of leadership before

either the new 15th Dalai Lama or the
Tenth Bogd Lama or Jebtsundampa (the
spiritual leader of Mongolia, equivalent to
the Dalai Lama in Tibet) grow into
adulthood. According to one Chinese
commentator, “As the Dalai clique enters
the Post-Dalai era, contests over the
‘reincarnation issue’ will be unavoidable,
but as far as our side is concerned, this is
also an opportunity: we can use the
recognition of the reincarnated soul boy
and the new Dalai Lama to attack the
pseudo-regime”. 3

China’s strategies, explored in this paper with a particular focus on India and Nepal, involve:

The PRC combines economic heft with a ‘Sincized’ version of Buddhism to project sharp
power and fulfill its strategic ambitions. China pressures countries not to issue visas for
the Dalai Lama, bankrolls Buddhist organisations across Asia in exchange for loyalty,
secures the exclusion of Indian and Tibetan scholars from religious initiatives and
seeks to block publication of books by the Dalai Lama in other Asian countries. These
initiatives have gained increased momentum as the Dalai Lama ages, particularly given
his absence in some cases for decades from Buddhist countries in Asia

Xi Jinping regards the Party state’s security and its place in the international order to be
linked to efforts to maintain its frontiers, particularly with India, as a ‘Steel Wall' and to
Tibet's ‘long term stability’, a political term meaning ensuring compliance to CCP and
maintaining Party control over every aspect of everyday life. This extends to policing
Tibetans' inner lives and most deeply held religious beliefs, including in reincarnation.

PRC cognitive warfare strategies are aimed at changing not only what people think, but
how they think and act. The objective is to fracture and fragment an entire society and
vulnerable diaspora communities beyond China's borders. Outside China, United Work
Front officials seek to influence universities, thinktanks and policy, spreading
censorship and disinformation to creating schisms and fears among prominent
Buddhist groups with the aim of achieving hard power military and territorial
objectives. These methods are combined with physical acts of transnational repression,
including abductions, abuse of Interpol Red notices, and intimidation of family
members. Social media is used as a tool to disseminate narratives favourable to



Beijing. Disinformation for instance on the Dalai Lama'’s health is spread on platforms
like YouTube and Tiktok, and internet influencers are cultivated to shape public opinion
and undermine India and Tibet's democracy in exile.

The Tibetan exile community and administration in Dharamsala, India, along with
Tibetan Buddhists worldwide, confront increasingly sophisticated disinformation
campaigns orchestrated by the Chinese government. This is particularly the case in
countries like Nepal and Mongolia, where significant concessions to China have already
been made. False narratives, including historical revisionism and cultural
misrepresentation, disinformation, and propaganda are spread through social media
platforms, websites, and traditional media channels, influencing perceptions and
attitudes toward Tibet, its leadership in exile, and its people. This creates divisions and
mistrust not only among Tibetan exiles in order to weaken collective resolve and
advocacy, but across the Tibeto-Buddhist-Mongolian world. For instance, fake
information that the Dalai Lama had died was spread in Mongolia in 2021, and
following the circulation of a malicious video about the Dalai Lama'’s interaction with a
small child, virulent rumours have been spread about abuse in Tibetan Buddhist
monasteries in India. Targeted PRC operations blending more traditional cyber
espionage with a disinformation flood tide are likely to intensify.

Digital transnational repression wielded by the PRC against Tibetans involves the
intersection of technology, psychology, and geopolitics. Chinese surveillance efforts
target exiled dissidents and diaspora around the world. Such groups can be subjected
to smart city surveillance collection flowing back to China - rendering a target in a city
along the Digital Silk Road as transparent as if they were in Beijing - or they could be
tracked with targeted digital threats through malware on their devices.

China'’s strategies in relation to the Dalai Lama and Tibet's future risk worsening
regional instability as long standing alliances and relationships are disrupted. This
particularly applies given the tensions around border issues with India (the number of
Chinese border incursions has tripled since Xi Jinping took charge, intensifying risks of
regional instability and armed conflict). Cross-border movement of Tibetans could
prove a flashpoint.

China’s strategies are harmful not only to Tibetans in the PRC and in exile, but also
Buddhists worldwide, peoples across the Himalayas, Asian nations and the West. The
Chinese government has passed national security laws that mandate Chinese citizens
and private companies to cooperate with the military and security services whenever
they are asked and without any recourse. This means there are serious risks to Tibetan
Buddhists particularly in Mongolia and Nepal where their physical security can be
compromised by pressures by their powerful neighbour. This also applies to their
supporters, for instance Nepalese intellectuals who speak out for the Dalai Lama or
Tibet or Mongolians living in exile even in countries like the US.



In its efforts to develop and exploit divisions among Tibetan communities in the
diaspora, particularly in Mongolia, China’s United Front has drawn upon long-term
tactics promoting a pro-CCP sect, Shugden, as part of a systematic ideological and
political campaign to undermine the Dalai Lama. Mongolia appears to be both the
frontline and centre of the Shugden offensive globally, with Shugden supporters at the
heart of government, business, cultural and religious life and the sect used as a front
for advancing Chinese political and business interests.

Tibetans in exile would be vulnerable to splits along religious lines and divisions during
a possible interregnum period. China is actively seeking to deepen those divisions and
to cultivate and co-opt religious figures from different schools of Tibetan Buddhism
and different traditions. It is pitting itself against India in efforts to persuade Tibetan
religious figures in India or elsewhere to return to Tibet or to visit pilgrimage sites in
the PRC. In a symbolic move which went mostly unobserved, in Tibet in 2000, China
installed a two-year old boy as the Seventh Reting Rinpoche, one of only a few high-
ranking incarnation lines empowered to manage Tibet during the absence or minority
of the Dalai Lamas, which has been in history a period of crisis.



The young reincarnation of Bakula Rinpoche (1918-2003) from Ladakh, former Indian ambassador to Mongolia.
Image courtesy of Thomas Kelly.



1. CHINAS

EXTRATERRITORIAL

THREATS AND
STRATEGIES: THE
BATTLE FOR
BUDDHISM

Under Xi Jinping, Buddhism has
become integral to China's foreign
and domestic policy framework,
aimed at advancing China's
geopolitical interests regarding
Tibet and beyond.

Recognizing the Dalai Lama's worldwide
popularity and influence, the CCP has
developed a state-approved version of
Buddhism that supports Party objectives,
and is seeking to appropriate leadership
over Buddhism globally. China’s extreme
policies against religion in Tibet are
combined with intensified efforts towards
securing a central role for the CCP in
international Buddhist organisations in
competition with India and Tibetan
Buddhist institutions across the world.

Confronting CCP influence operations,
which combine tactics of repression and co-
option, is particularly critical as the Dalai
Lama ages. Buddhism's decentralized
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structure makes it potentially more
manageable for China without its current
preeminent leader.

Internationally, China actively cultivates
relationships with Buddhist organizations
and clergy across Asia, particularly in
Southeast Asia, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka,
complementing China's broader diplomatic
and political initiatives. The CCP encourages
friendly nations like Nepal to establish
Buddhist organizations with Chinese
support while pressuring them to exclude
any involvement from the Dalai Lama or
the exile CTA.

Just a few kilometres across the border
from India, China has forged a close
institutional relationship with the Lumbini
Buddhist University at the site of the
Buddha's birthplace. Through its
collaboration with Nepal at Lumbini, China
aims is to displace Bodh Gaya, the sacred
site in India where the Buddha was



enlightened (and where the Dalai Lama
taught almost every winter until the COVID
pandemic) in the imagination of Buddhists.
This is an element of China’s efforts to
reframe Buddhism's historical
development, diluting India's historical and
cultural connection to Buddhism.

Despite the contribution of Tibet'’s
sophisticated religious culture and the
Dalai Lama’s vigorous efforts leading a
cultural and spiritual revitalization across
the Himalayas, Tibetans' role in protecting
and developing Buddhism in India is often
undermined or obscured. For instance,
Tibetan Buddhists played a vital role in
saving the Buddhist university of Nalanda
in Bihar and its teachings when it was razed
to the ground centuries ago, as well as
contributing to its revival today through the
Dalai Lama’s scholarship and emphasis on
the tradition as the wellspring of Tibetan
Buddhism. But when PM Modi and Minister
of External Affairs Dr. S. Jaishankar
inaugurated the revived Buddhist Nalanda

University in Bihar on 20 June 2024, they
were accompanied by the Chinese
Ambassador, and not by the main living
proponent of the tradition, the Dalai Lama.

Meanwhile, the Chinese leadership set up a
multi-million dollar institute in China to
‘offer the world a Sinicised Buddhist
system’, led by a Chinese official, Master
Yinshun, who praised a report by Xi Jinping
to the 19th Party Congress as
“contemporary Buddhist scripture”. 4

China has institutionalised its efforts to
control Buddhist discourse through the
World Buddhist Forum based in Wuxi,
China and the World Fellowship of
Buddhists in Bangkok, Thailand. Through
the World Buddhist Forum, China has
provided an international platform to their
official Panchen Lama Gyaltsen Norbu,
promoting him as the supreme leader of
Tibetan Buddhists, and the anti-Dalai Lama
Shugden group.

IMPACTS: THE DALAI LAMA'S PRE-EMINENCE

Beijing's efforts with respect to his travels
to other Buddhist countries have impacted
the Dalai Lama'’s pre-eminence particularly
across Asia, if not in the West. While he is
regarded as the world’s best-known
Buddhist teacher, the Dalai Lama has been
unable in recent years to visit most
Buddhist countries (even before the
pandemic, when he did not travel at all).

Instead, more and more devotees from
other Buddhist countries - and from China

and the West - travel to Dharamsala to
attend his teachings or receive blessings in
person. During the COVID pandemic, many
of the teachings by the Dalai Lama were
requested by Buddhists across Asia, who
appeared before him on large screens
online. (In winter 2023 his most extensive
teaching tour within India post COVID
lockdown encompassing Sikkim and
Arunachal Pradesh was cancelled due to a
bout of flu, although he later travelled to
Sikkim and in January 2025 received



thousands of devotees at Tibetan
monasteries in southern Indian
settlements).

Earlier the Dalai Lama was able to visit
Thailand, Indonesia, and Taiwan (meeting
the first popularly elected President of
Taiwan, Lee Teng-Hui, and beginning a
close connection with the thriving
democracy and its citizens), but in recent
years, pre-pandemic, has not been as
welcome. The Dalai Lama made a third visit
to Taiwan in 2009, although the then
President Ma Ying-jeou avoided meeting
him. While former President Tsai Ing-wen
was supportive, the government rescinded
the visas of the Dalai Lama and Uyghur
activist Rebiya Kadeer to attend a forum
about religious freedom in Taiwan in 2019.
When U.S. Speaker Nancy Pelosi, a
prominent supporter of the Dalai Lama and
Tibet, visited Taiwan in August 2022 she
made a point of meeting the Dalai Lama’s
representative there.

South Korea was wary of the Tibetan leader
flying over their airspace. Singapore allows
him to pass through or spend the night in
the transit facilities at the airport - but not
in a hotel. The Dalai Lama has been denied
visas by Russia to visit Buddhist regions
there (since visits between 1979 and 1991)
and also to transit Russia to Mongolia since
his last visit to Ulaanbaatar in 2016.
Thailand even denied a visa to his sister
Jetsun Pema in 2010 although more than
90% of Thais are Buddhist.

The Dalai Lama has met scores of world
leaders since his escape into exile. The first
leader he met beyond those in India and
China was the King of Thailand in 1967,
opening a period of global diplomacy in

which the Dalai Lama made his first trips to
Europe, engaging with Pope Paul VI at
Vatican City, Prince Bernhard in the
Netherlands, the President of Ireland and
the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1973. From
2004 to 2007, his website dalailama.com
details no less than 99 meetings with world
leaders, Nobel Laureates and religious
figures, and 167 in 2005 to 2010 - a high
number of which were U.S. Presidents and
officials from various administrations of the
U.S. government during this period.

Over decades of global travel by the Dalai
Lama, China has sought with varying levels
of success to prevent or influence meetings
at every level, from local Mayors to Prime
Ministers. This has ranged from threats to
Leeds city council in the UK after the Tibetan
leader was invited to speak about business
ethics °® to Lady Gaga’s Chinese fans
concluding after she interviewed the Dalai
Lama that “All these years’ love for her is in
vain”.t China's attempts to influence foreign
leaders on who they should not meet can
be characterised as ‘Trojan Horse' 7 or ‘Dalai
Lama diplomacy’. China is positioning itself
to gain greater concessions, by pressing on
a relatively small-scale ask in strategic and
political terms, and so leaders who
acquiesce lose leverage.



CASE STUDY: PRESSURES ON BUDDHISTS IN SRI LANKA

When Sri Lankan monks attending
teachings in Bodh Gaya in December 2023
expressed interest in inviting the Dalai
Lama to Sri Lanka, China sent the Charge
d’Affaires of the embassy in Colombo to
their monastery in the central highlands to
complain in the strongest terms. The
embassy issued a press release saying that
the Dalai Lama is “not a simple monk” as he
claims, but a dangerous “separatist”.
Nevertheless senior monastic leaders from
Sri Lanka made a strong counter statement
by delivering important Buddhist relics to
Dharamsala in April 2024. This was likely to
have been assisted by several visits of a
prominent young generation lama, Ling
Rinpoche (the reincarnation of the Dalai
Lama'’s former tutor) to the region to give
dharma teachings. Sri Lankan Tibetan
Buddhist leader, Dr. Waskaduwe
Mahindawansa, who travelled to India to
make the offering the Dalai Lama told
Indian media: "We respect him and invited
to Sri Lanka, but China did not like that.
China pressed against our government as
well, we don't like that. He is a Buddhist
leader, he has the freedom, and we have
freedom to invite."®

This is progress nevertheless compared to
the situation a decade ago. In 2015, months
after a strongly pro-China government in
Sri Lanka was defeated in elections, senior
Sri Lankan monks had expressed a wish to
host the Dalai Lama. But a top official of the
foreign ministry in Sri Lanka was cited as
saying that while the Dalai Lama is very
important, “Sri Lanka'’s “close relationship
with China is more important.” China
praised Sri Lanka for not providing “venues

of connivance” to the Tibetan leader.®
While the Dalai Lama himself expressed a
willingness to visit, he did not apply for a
visa consistent with his position of not
seeking to inconvenience host
governments.

In 2017, a leading newspaper in Sri Lanka
was pressured into abandoning its weekly
serialization of the first autobiography of
Tibet's exiled spiritual leader, the Dalai
Lama. This was despite appeals by the
autobiography’s main translator Mr Ruwan
Harischandra and its publisher Dr
Damenda Porage, President of the Sri
Lankan Tibetan Buddhist Brotherhood
Society, who said that publication of the
Dalai Lama’s story was inspirational to
Buddhists in Sri Lanka; “Sri Lanka is a
Buddhist country like Tibet.” When the
group organized two Dalai Lama photo
exhibitions, the Chinese embassy
complained to the Criminal Investigations
Department. When a Sinhala translation of
the autobiography of a retired CTA official
and diplomat Chope Paljor Tsering was
launched in December 2017 at the
University of Sri Jayawardenepura, the
Ministry of Defence even sent an
investigating team following Chinese
official complaints.”"



CHINA'S MOVES TO USURP BUDDHA'S LEGACY IN ASIA

In Thailand, Tibetan scholars were
gradually eased out of a major translation
project of Buddhist texts, with the objective
of relegating Tibetan and Sanskrit tradition
as subsidiary to Chinese Buddhism. The
Common Buddhist Text project was
undertaken by the International Council of
the Day of Vesak under the stewardship of
Maha Chulalongkorn University (MCU) of
Thailand, involving selected translations
from Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan
into English, representing Theravada,
Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions of
Buddhism. The project began in 2012 after
years of discussion and planning with
Geshe Ngawang Samten of the Central
University of Tibetan Studies in Sarnath,
India, as a key member. But as a result of
China's growing influence over the
University and International Council of the
Day of Vesak, the Tibetans have been eased
out of the project, with Thailand refusing a
visa for Geshe Samten. The Tibetan textual
sources which earlier formed major part of
the project along with Pali texts are now
reduced to a few chapters and footnotes.
Instead, Chinese texts are credited as the
source.™

Citing Indian government documents
produced for the National Security Advisor,
Indian journalist Yatish Yadav characterized
the new ‘Chinese great game’ not as
military power but as a “discreet move to
usurp Buddha's legacy in Asia through
massive bankrolling [...] using Buddhist
sects as a vehicle for bolstering the
country’s soft power to counter India’s big
brother image in the region. [...] The

Chinese plan is to consolidate Buddhist
sects—Theravada, Mahayana, Vajrayana in
Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Korea,
Taiwan, Vietnam and Japan—and all powers
should be vested in World Buddhist Forum
at Wuxi, a city near Shanghai. The ultimate
objective of Chinese strategy is to replace
Tibetan religious hierarchy.” 2

The same briefing document referred to
China’s plans to project Pakistan as a cradle
of Buddhism culture and heritage by
funding the ‘Gandhara Trail’ linking Lahore,
Taxila and Peshawar, and focusing on
connecting its history with South Korea and
Japan.™

It also referred to large investments by the
China-ASEAN Buddhism Cultural Centre in
Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and
Thailand aiming at constraining India’s
influence in the region.

Myanmar, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Maldives,
and Pakistan, all receive arms from China
and have defence contracts with the PRC.
China has port facilities in Bangladesh,
radar and refuelling stations in Myanmar
and a deepwater port at Gwadar, Pakistan.™

In a policy report, the Delhi-based thinktank
Foundation for Non Violent Alternatives
notes that China seeks to control the World
Buddhist Sangha Councils and bodies,
helping to restore Buddhist institutions
across Theravada and Mahayana countries
and participating in major international
events such as Vesak Day (Buddha Day)."



ANTI-DALAI LAMA GROUP ALIGNED WITH CCP

The Dalai Lama regards the ‘protector spirit’
Shugden as a sectarian divisive force that
threatens Tibetan unity, and requests those
who wish to practise this form of worship
not to attend his teachings '

China uses Shugden followers to
undermine Tibetan Buddhism and to
fragment Tibetan society. There is evidence
that Beijing is quietly stepping up these
activities as the Dalai Lama ages in
preparation for any succession scenario,
building regional alliances and forging
connections with lamas or devotees who
may be open to persuasion to endorse, or
at least refuse to object to, a CCP-installed
Dalai Lama in future. China's Panchen and
several prominent Tibetan leaders, for
instance from Chamdo in the TAR, are
aligned with the Shugden group. Beyond
PRC borders, Mongolia has become a
stronghold for the Shugden sect, with
prominent supporters active in pushing an
anti-Dalai Lama agenda.

Cultivating Dolgyal worship represents a
key element of Beijing’s policies aimed at
undermining Tibetan religion and culture
and enforcing allegiance to the CCP. This
was officially acknowledged when the
General Office of the Communist Party
Committee of the TAR published an internal
directive in 2014 that described the
Shugden issue as “an important front in our
struggle with the Dalai Clique”."”

From around 1996-7, members of a
sectarian group called the International
Shugden Community - which former
practitioners describe as a cult - hounded

the Dalai Lama wherever he travelled,
staging noisy and increasingly aggressive
demonstrations at his teachings in the USA,
Australia and Europe.'®

Police in various countries established that
a group of people belonging to the ISC,
both Westerners and Tibetans, had been
effectively ‘stalking’ the Dalai Lama in his
travels, and seeking to check in at the same
hotels and identifying entry and exit points
at venues. The International Shugden
Community called off the demonstrations
and disbanded in March 2016, after a
Reuters investigation revealed that the CCP
backed the sect behind the protests."™
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GEOPOLITICAL TENSIONS OVER BUDDHISM IN
MONGOLIA

Vi

In 2016, following a visit to Mongolia, the Dalai Lama announced that a reincarnation of the Ninth Jebtsundamba
(Bogd Lama), equivalent to a Mongolian Dalai Lama, had been found. The identity of the child was kept secret
until the boy, then eight years old, was introduced by the Dalai Lama at a public teaching in Dharamsala on 8
March 2023, before thousands of devotees from all over the world. This image depicts the reincarnation of the
Jebtsundamba presenting traditional offerings to the Dalai Lama at the start of the Chakrasamvara
empowerment at the temple. Image: Tenzin Choejor/OHHDL



In Mongolia, the Dalai Lama'’s recognition of
the Tenth Bogd Jebtsundampa, the
country’s spiritual leader at the heart of the
nation-state’s political identity, propelled
the nine-year old boy, his family and the
monastic establishment into the heart of a
complex web of geopolitical tensions. Since
the child was introduced in public by the
Dalai Lama in March 2023, the family
business has been targeted, and there have
been intensified pressures on the monastic
establishment linked to Dharamsala. ?°

While Tibetan Buddhism is recognised by
the Mongolian government to have a
“civilisational importance”, the ruling party
effectively aligns itself with the Chinese

Communist Party (CCP). The economy is
dependent on China’s investments and only
a few Mongolian politicians dare to openly
support the Dalai Lama. Mongolia is on the
frontline and centre of the Shugden anti-
Dalai Lama sect aligned with the CCP used
to advance Chinese political and business
interests.

The health and resilience of Buddhism in
Mongolia, which barely survived Stalinist
purges of the 1930s, has become an
important litmus test of democracy and
human rights in the independent country.

CCP PROXIES SEEK TO INFLUENCE BUDDHISM IN

THE WEST

China also seeks to cultivate prominent
figures in different schools and traditions of
Buddhism in the West. For instance, an
influential Sri Lankan Theravada monk
accepted an invitation in June 2024 to China
by proxies of the CCP, monks connected to
the China Buddhist Association. The monk
who accepted the invitation to travel to
Beijing had represented British Buddhists at
national occasions. One British monk from
the Theravada tradition of Buddhism is said
to have refused to go because accepting
hospitality from the Chinese government
would be against religious rules of conduct
regarding the acceptance of unethical gifts.
The monk believed there might be a
payback expected from the visit such as
endorsement for a Chinese selected Dalai
Lama candidate in future or China’s
Panchen Lama.

Chinese monks from the London temple of
Fo Guang Shan, which has grown into a
multi-million dollar movement in the West,
are active in promoting a Chinese form of
Buddhism. Monks at the Fo Guang Shan
centre in London are believed to have
China Buddhist Association affiliations, and
seek influence at the highest levels of the
establishment in the UK (a representative
from the London Fo Guang Shan temple
attended a Vesak or Buddha Day
celebration at 10 Downing Street on 22
May 2024.)

The biography online of the main religious
teacher of the group, Master Hsing Yun
from Jiangsu, details his 2013 meeting with
three successive Chinese leaders Xi Jinping,
Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin, which “has
written a new page in the Buddhism



history.”?' Master Hsing Yun joined the
Chinese-installed Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen
Norbu, who is not regarded as legitimate by
Tibetans, at the first CCP ‘World Buddhist
Forum’ in Hangzhou in 2006, to which the
Dalai Lama was not invited.

China’s use of Buddhism to project power
globally can be traced back to the same
year that the PRC installed Gyaltsen Norbu
as the Panchen Lama. In 1995, the PRC

initiated a meeting for Buddhist monks
from China, South Korea and Japan, which
became the China-South Korea-Japan
Buddhist Friendly Interaction Conference.
Xinhua reported that it hoped the
conference, held 13 more times since then,
would “promote friendship among the
three countries in generations to come”. %
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2.BUDDHISM, BORDERS AND
GEOPOLITICS: INDIA, TIBET
AND CHINA

A mural in the Dalai Lama's summer palace, the Norbulingka in Lhasa, showing the child Lhamo Thondup who
became the 14th Dalai Lama recognising the belongings of the 13th Dalai Lama.



OVERVIEW

® Tibetis where India and China's competing interests intersect, in a complex and high
stakes relationship of rivalry, deadly conflict and partnership. Historically, there was no
contiguous border between China and India until the PLA took control of Tibet in 1950,
a development that permanently altered the region’s political and military dynamics. In
recent years there has been a dramatic intensification of militarization in Tibet as Xi
Jinping aims to forge a “great wall of steel” along the country’s borders.

® As the home of the Dalai Lama and base of the Tibetan exile administration, India is the
main target of China’s military, economic and diplomatic pressure over Tibet and the
future of the Dalai Lama institution. China has warned India not to interfere with any
possible reincarnation, and has also indicated that any refusal by India to recognize the
future Dalai Lama chosen by China will impact bilateral ties.

® Since the Dalai Lama’s arrival in exile in 1959, Dharamsala has become a major global
spiritual and cultural centre, and the subcontinent has emerged as a major centre of
Tibetan Buddhism, home of the exile administration and a large exile community. The
Sixth Dalai Lama was born in Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh, an Indian state that China
claims as part of the PRC, raising questions of strategic importance to both countries
linked to the possibility of a 15th Dalai Lama being recognised there too.

® China is expanding efforts to deepen alliances with states along the subcontinent’s
northern frontiers, in order to weaken India’s broader geopolitical influence. This is
combined with efforts to coalesce a pro-China grouping of leaders from countries with
Buddhist heritage through trade and connectivity networks that include Mongolia and
Pakistan and exclude India.

® China's assertiveness in the region, extensive infrastructure developments on the
border and the Sinicisation of Buddhism threaten India’s national security, while the
absence of a global figure akin to the Dalai Lama in the future could potentially impact
India's efforts to address the Tibet issue effectively. Despite its significance and the
Dalai Lama’s role in revitalizing Buddhist culture in India, the Tibet issue has often been
sidelined by Delhi and the exile Tibetan leader treated as an irritant in Sino-Indian
relations. But there is an increasing recognition of the need for a more coherent and
strategic approach to Tibet that is not only essential for safeguarding national security
but also for maintaining diplomatic influence in the region.



Kora around the Dalai Lama’s temple and residence in McLeod Ganj, Dharamsala, India.




In Dharamsala in June 2024, a delegation of
American lawmakers from Washington
participated in a solemn and unprecedented
ceremony in which the Nechung Kuten went
into trance at the request of the Dalai Lama
as the medium of the State Oracle. The
powerful Republican Chair of the House
Foreign Relations Committee Michael McCaul
and Democrat Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi
were pictured kneeling before the invocation
of a Tibetan deity. 3

The Congressional delegation met Modi in
Delhi within days of the Indian Prime
Minister being sworn in for a third time. The

-

visit highlighted the centrality of Tibet in the
geopolitical landscape of India and South
Asia.

The question of how India might handle the
matter of the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation and
exile Tibetan Buddhist institutions is of
critical importance domestically as well as for
its future relationship with China. China has
not only warned India not to interfere with
any possible reincarnation, but has also
indicates that any refusal by India to
recognize the future Dalai Lama chosen by
China will impact bilateral ties.?*
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Former Democrat Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi and long-time supporter of the Dalai Lama and Tibet receives a
blessing from the Nechung Kuten in trance as the medium of the State Oracle. Pelosi and other delegation of
American lawmakers from Washington including the Republican Chair of the House Foreign Relations Committee
Michael McCaul visited the Dalai Lama in Dharamsala and later met Prime Minister Modi in Delhi in June 2024.

Screenshot from Tibet TV.



In Dharamsala in June 2024, a delegation of
American lawmakers from Washington
participated in a solemn and
unprecedented ceremony in which the
Nechung Kuten went into trance at the
request of the Dalai Lama as the medium of
the State Oracle. The powerful Republican
Chair of the House Foreign Relations
Committee Michael McCaul and Democrat
Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi were

pictured kneeling before the invocation of a
Tibetan deity.

The Congressional delegation met Modi in
Delhi within days of the Indian Prime
Minister being sworn in for a third time.
The visit highlighted the centrality of Tibet
in the geopolitical landscape of India and
South Asia.

The question of how India might handle the
matter of the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation
and exile Tibetan Buddhist institutions is of
critical importance domestically as well as
for its future relationship with China. China
has not only warned India not to interfere
with any possible reincarnation, but has
also indicates that any refusal by India to
recognize the future Dalai Lama chosen by
China will impact bilateral ties.

While the Modi administration has often
appeared to view the Tibet issue and the
Dalai Lama as problematic rather than as
central to India’s strategic interests and
cultural heritage, more recently there are
indications of a more robust approach and
acknowledgement of the importance of
supporting Tibetan agency and institutions.

Questions about the future previously
discussed only in private government
circles have been recently raised in the
public domain by establishment figures

including Foreign Minister Vijay Gokhale.
Although FM Gokhale, who was India’s
Ambassador to Beijing and a known
Sinologist, has not been publicly supportive
of Tibetans in the past, in a paper published
in November 2024 he urged India to
develop a strategy on the question of the
reincarnation and recognition of a 15th
Dalai Lama, as well as the interregnum
period.?> “Inaction would not be sustainable
in the face of international and domestic
public pressure to allow the Dalai Lama
candidate to take up his duties in
Dharamsala,” Gokhale writes in a paper
published by Carnegie India. “Taking
unilateral steps to please the PRC in the
hope that the passing of the 14th Dalai
Lama is an opportunity to reset the bilateral
relationship is unlikely to be viewed in a
similar vein by the PRC.” Gokhale
recommended that India should state
clearly that the Tibetan Buddhist
community are permitted to select its own
religious leaders freely and without
interference, saying that: “In constitutional
terms, religious organizations have the
right to determine their own leadership,
residence, and practices without state
interference. [...] Allowing the [Dharamsala-
recognised] candidate to reside in India is
also in keeping with India’s ethos and past
practice.” 2

Since the Dalai Lama’s arrival in 1959,
Dharamsala has become a major global
spiritual and cultural centre, and the
subcontinent has emerged as a major
centre of Tibetan Buddhism, with more
than 200 monasteries populated by more
than 30,000 monks and nuns.? Although
the population of Tibetan new arrivals to
these monasteries has dropped in recent
years since the crackdown of 2008, they are



still socio-political powerhouses of higher
monastic education, ensuring the
continuation of undiluted Tibetan cultural
identity under the Dalai Lama’s leadership.
The people of the Indian Himalayan region,
spread across 13 Indian states or union
territories with a population of around 50
million, share deep religious and cultural
affinities with Tibetans, and revere the Dalai
Lama - who has been responsible for a
spiritual revitalization across the Himalayas
- as an important spiritual leader.

Prominent leaders and monastic
communities (labrangs) of all four Tibetan
Buddhist schools now live in exile mostly in
India and Nepal following the Dalai Lama’s
escape to India in 1959,% and will be pivotal
figures in the future of the institution of the
Tibetan religious leader.

Of the high-ranking religious leaders of his
generation, the 17th Karmapa, Ogyen
Trinley Dorije, is the only one to have been
born in Tibet, to have been enthroned there
and lived there for the first 15 years of his
life. As the only head of a major school of
Tibetan Buddhism, the Karma Kagyu,
recognised by both the Dalai Lama and
acknowledged by China, he is a key figure
for Tibetans in exile, India and China. He
was based at a monastery in India near the
Dalai Lama, where he faced significant
restrictions and as a result is now at an
undisclosed location in the West.

All four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism
trace their lineage to the Indian Nalanda
tradition, with the Dalai Lama leading
efforts to establish Tibetan Buddhism as
the most complete and robust Buddhist
tradition in modern India, relying on logical
argument and reason rather than simply

faith, and promoting the importance of
India’s ancient philosophical civilization.

The disputed Line of Actual Control (LAC)
has become a scene of often fatal conflict in
assertions of state power by two nationalist
governments. Since Xi became leader, the
number of Chinese border incursions has
tripled, intensifying risks of regional
instability and armed conflict.?® Slogans in
large Chinese characters including ‘Follow
the CCP's command; win the war, we are the
best’ and ‘we must win the war’ are
inscribed on the hillsides (and captured on
Google Earth) near the border with India.*

A fierce round of fighting in 2020 between
the Indian and Chinese armies on the
border with Ladakh, in which a Tibetan
soldier from a paramilitary unit, the Special
Frontier Force, was killed and accorded a
hero’s funeral, created a marked shift in
relations between the two powers. While
Tibet had often been treated as an irritant
by the foreign policy establishment, the
Galwan clashes changed the dynamic and
there was a new recognition of Tibet's
importance. Amid an upsurge in Indian
nationalism, contracts with Chinese firms
were cancelled, and calls were made to
stop the entry of Chinese companies into
strategic markets in India. India imposed a
ban on TikTok along with 50 other Chinese
mobile apps.

At the same time, there is an important
trading relationship between the two
powers. China recently overtook the US to
become India’s largest trading partner, with
total trade between the neighbours
reaching a record $118.4bn in 2024.%

PM Modi's subsequent meeting with Xi
Jinping on the sidelines of BRICS in October



Dawn at the Nechung monastery in McLeod Ganj, Dharamsala, the seat of the State Oracle of Tibet, March 2025.
Tibetans gather outside to witness the Nechung Kuten going into trance



2024 re-established political contact at the
highest level after the 2020 border
incidents, representing a new turn in Sino-
Indian relations that will likely affect how
Delhi handles Tibet policy.?

Tibet is also central to India given its
geographical position downstream, as the
PRC constructs massive dams in the
seismically unstable upper reaches of Asia’s
great rivers, already subject to climate
precarity as the Tibetan plateau is warming
almost three times faster than the rest of
the planet.*® The Tibetan plateau also
impacts the Indian monsoon.* Chinese
control of water upstream has caused
flooding in the Indian Himalayas and
detrimental impacts on agriculture,
irrigation and the generation of
hydropower. In 2000, major landslides and
the blocking of rivers in Tibet had
significant impacts in India.*®> The two
countries have no formal water sharing
agreement,*® and when tensions are high,

China cuts off information and cooperation.

Following the Doklam standoff on the
border of India and China in 2017, China
stopped sharing river flow data with India -
despite having multiple memorandums in
place for hydrological data sharing in the
Brahmaputra and Sutlej Rivers.

There was alarm in Delhi when Xinhua
announced on December 25 (2024)
approval of a mega dam on the Yarlung
Tsangpo, which flows into the
Brahmaputra. Long-term observer of hydro
projects and development across the
plateau Gabriel Lafitte urged caution in
assuming the dam may be built at all,
saying that there is no sign yet of
preparatory design work, backroom
engineering modelling, costing, feasibility

or business case. Lafitte writes: “Instead, we
do find a torrent of scientific research
reports on the difficulties of wanting to
tame the pivot of Asia, where continents
both collide and tear away, contradictory
energies deep in the earth, at precisely
where this dam would be."?’

The PRC is making intensified efforts to
outmaneouvre India and assert its
dominance across the Himalayas. Leaders
from nations including Pakistan and
Mongolia were hosted in heavily-militarised
Nyingtri, the TAR, in October 2023 as part
of efforts to develop a China-led, trans-
Himalayan group of powers excluding
India. Party leaders from Tibet have also
been sent to sympathetic neighbouring
countries such as Nepal with Buddhist
populations to strengthen China’s influence
and weaken India’s.

TAR Party chief Wang Junzheng visited
Kathmandu, Colombo and Singapore in
November 2023, followed shortly
afterwards by a delegation led by Yan
Jinhai, chairman of the TAR, to the
Maldives, Thailand and Myanmar.3®

The cluster of visits, during which Beijing
stepped up the pressure on friendly
governments to describe Tibet with its
Chinese-imposed name, Xizang, were likely
to be part of a pattern of broader efforts by
China to secure allegiance and support for
Beijing's planning over the Dalai Lama’s
succession and undermining support for
the CTA in India. In October, a number of
delegations from the TAR visited areas that
bordered India’s Himachal Pradesh in the
west, Uttarakhand in the south, and Ladakh
to the northwest as well as new model
villages bordering Arunachal Pradesh.



Mirroring its tactics in the South China Sea,
Beijing is also threatening India’s strategic
interests by building a network of roads,
settlements and military installations in the
independent kingdom of Bhutan, India’s
historic ally and neighbour. While
pressuring Bhutan to sign a border deal,
The PRC is relocating its citizens to these
new settlements. China is seeking
possession of the western area of Bhutan
because it includes an 89-sq km plateau
called Doklam, control of which would give
China major strategic advantage in its
ongoing confrontation with India. Social
media postings, blogs, videos and
comments by Chinese tourists and
unofficial online commentators in China
openly celebrate what they see as China’s
‘recovery’ of these villages and their
surrounding areas from Bhutan. Official
Chinese media reports and academic
articles never indicate that these villages
are in disputed territory, let alone that they
are within Bhutan’s customary borders.**

As the Dalai Lama ages, the pressures have
become more acute linked to the possibility
of a future reincarnation or prominent
Tibetan leader in India. Military activity in
the Tibet Autonomous Region across the
LAC including across Arunachal Pradesh -
which China claims as ‘south Tibet’, and
where the Sixth Dalai Lama was born - has
intensified, and tensions across the border
could escalate.

China will seek to disrupt and fragment the
Tibetan exile community and the Tibet
support movement in exile. In the
information space, there is already
evidence of disinformation flows seeking to
blacken the Dalai Lama'’s reputation and
cast doubt on his health. Although the anti-
Dalai Lama Shugden group appears to be
in tactical retreat, the possibility that they
may select a candidate in exile with China’s
support cannot be ruled out.

2.1 THE DALAI LAMA, BUDDHISM AND INDIA'S POLICIES

“As His Holiness’ reincarnation affects social stability in Tibet and neighbouring
Buddhist countries, India, China, Nepal, Bhutan, and the faith and aspirations of
millions of Buddhists worldwide, it is essential that it not become a matter of
political gain by any government, group or individual, but one for the benefit of the
sacred Dharma and overall good of all sentient beings.”

- Ogyen Trinley Dorje, the 17th Karmapa, in an open statement to other religious leaders, 27

November 2019



“India must stop putting Tibet on the back burner and capitalize on China’s
weaknesses, including lack of credibility vis-a-vis the reincarnation politics, by
extending vocal support to the Dalai Lama and his choice; and thus strengthen its
‘non-interfering’ but valid stake in the reincarnation process.”

Jagannath Panda and Eerishika Pankaj in ‘The Dalai Lama'’s Succession and the China-India-Tibet

Complexity™°

The future of India, with its centuries-old
ties to Tibet and Buddhism, and the Dalai
Lama’s leadership are closely intertwined,
for cultural, geographic and political
reasons.

The Dalai Lama says that he “realised the
value of freedom” the moment he arrived in
India on 31 March 1959.4" He describes
India as his second home and one of the
four commitments to which he has
dedicated his life is the promotion of
ancient Indian wisdom, on the basis of
compassion (karuna) and nonviolence
(ahimsa).*? “Most important, | have enjoyed
in exile the freedom to pursue my spiritual
development, even as | have tried to take
care of Tibetan affairs. For many decades
now, | have had the opportunity to engage
in dialogue with leaders of different
religious traditions, scholars, and
scientists,” the Dalai Lama told Time
magazine. “These new friends have enabled
me to understand more clearly the state of
humanity and the ways in which | can
contribute to a better world. Today, | am
stateless, unable to return to my country.
But we Tibetans have a saying, ‘Your
homeland is wherever you are happy. And
whoever loves you is your parent’. India and
its people, as well as many across the
world, have provided me with constant love
and support.” 4

India describes its position on the Dalai
Lama as “clear”, describing him as an
“honoured guest” and “respected religious
leader who enjoys a large following in
India"** who “is accorded all freedom to
carry out his religious activities”.** The Dalai
Lama’s envoys too enjoyed good
relationships with Indian officials during the
period of engagement in dialogue with
China from 2002. 46

But in recent years there has been an
inconsistent and uncoordinated approach,
even while on the ground engagement with
the Dalai Lama appeared to be viewed as a
vote winner in India’s elections last year. PM
Modi asserted during his election campaign
in May 2024 that he “often talks” to the
Dalai Lama.*” Modi, who was returned to
power in June 2024 (with a greatly reduced
majority), even criticised the Congress Party
for being so "timid" that “it was afraid to
even take the name of the Dalai Lama”.*®

In the meantime, a BJP candidate
campaigning for votes in Himachal sought
the blessings of the Dalai Lama in a
personal audience, despite critiquing him in
a social media tweet the year before.*
Buddhists in Lahul and Spiti demonstrated
their disapproval by holding black flags
against BJP candidate, actor Kangana
Ranaut. °



After the clashes in Ladakh, the Tibetan
soldier from the Special Frontier Force who
was killed during the conflict was given a
hero’s funeral with full military honours.
Previously India had scarcely made it public
that it used Tibetan commandoes in the
SFF, which an Indian media reported stated
“owes its allegiance to the Dalai Lama, the
flag of Tibet and the flag of India.” In the
resulting upsurge in India nationalism,
India imposed a ban on TikTok, which had
over 200 million Indian users at the time,
along with 50 other Chinese mobile apps.
(By November 2020, the Indian government
had banned over 200 Chinese apps,
including those owned by Alibaba, Tencent,
Baidu and Sina.)

A Congressional visit in June 2024 led by
the influential chair of the Foreign Relations
Committee Michael McCaul added weight
to those who have pressured the
government to give Tibet due prominence
and develop a consistent strategy.>
Delegations from the U.S. Congress, often
facilitated by the Indian government, have
been taking place for some years, with
successive U.S. State Department
Coordinators for Tibet meeting the Dalai
Lama in Dharamsala, most recently former
Under Secretary of State Uzra Zeya in May
2022. But in this case, the delegation was
officially hosted by Modi in the presence of
his External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
and National Security Advisor Ajit Doval,
indicating the visit was a notch above
India’s usual diplomatic position and
intended to send a signal to China.

It was also significant that the showpiece of
the delegation visit was the successful U.S.
Resolve Tibet Act. The Washington-based
legislators, including long-time Tibet

supporters Nancy Pelosi and Jim McGovern,
could instead have travelled to New York to
meet the Dalai Lama later that month when
he visited for medical treatment.

India has given refuge to hundreds of
thousands of Tibetans who followed the
Dalai Lama into exile, providing a firm
foundation for the preservation of culture
and religion in exile, the basis of their
political struggle, with the Dalai Lama, the
Central Tibetan Administration and cultural
institutes based in the Northern hill town of
Dharamsala, and monasteries and Tibetan
settlements in South India.

In 2014, when PM Modi came to power, the
Tibetan Rehabilitation Act was adopted by
the Indian government, providing the first
set of guidelines aimed at offering some
legal security for Tibetan refugees living in
India, including lease agreements with state
authorities for land where Tibetans reside
and the extension of benefits to Tibetans
under rural employment schemes.>?

But Modi’s approach has been inconsistent,
often appearing to view the Dalai Lama and
Tibet as a problem or obstacle as opposed
to a central pillar of the relationship and
strategic asset. >*And for over six decades,
the Sino-Tibet conflict has been relegated
to the periphery of political discourse by
various political parties in India. Delhi-
based thinktank the Foundation for
NonViolent Alternatives urges the ruling
BJP instead to “assert its national interests
autonomously, irrespective of potential
reactions from China”.>*

Tibetans who have fled Tibet since the
1980s to India, known as ‘new arrivals’ or
‘newcomers’ have faced major problems.
Denied legal status by the Indian



government, and often marginalized by the
Dharamsala establishment, an unknown
number of them were forced to return to
Tibet, or to leave for the West if they were
able to do so.>® Often these Tibetans are
regarded with high levels of suspicion by
Indian security services.>®
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The 17th Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje is
the most prominent ‘new arrival’ from Tibet
to seek a legal status outside India,
securing a passport from the Caribbean
island of Dominica.”

Developing Indian strategies

“Every Indian should take up more serious thinking on how to spread the realisation
of ancient Indian knowledge that can be so useful in today’s world. | think Gandhiji
really promoted India’s ahimsa tradition in practice. Now the time has come to
practice karuna, compassion through education. India is the only country which has
the opportunity and resources to combine ancient Indian wisdom on inner values
with modern education to promote both physical and mental well being. If you
make efforts in that vision, you can surely benefit the rest of the world.”

- The Dalai Lama

“Tibet's role in India's national security extends beyond traditional military
considerations, touching upon environmental sustainability, cultural preservation,
and strategic lessons for navigating regional dynamics. Recognising and addressing
these complexities is crucial for safequarding India’s interests in the broader
Himalayan region.”

- Foundation for Non Violent Alternatives recommendations to Indian National Congress, February
2024

Lama,” wrote Indrani Bagchi, foreign policy
commentator in The Times of India.>®

Indian commentators highlight the
importance of India’s stand on the Dalai
Lama and Tibet in the context of several
factors; India’s large exiled Tibetan
population, the revitalization of its Buddhist
heritage,*® and India’s fight to stabilize the
border conflict with China. “Tibet is not
Taiwan. It has rapidly been elevated — for
geopolitical, cultural and ecological reasons
— as one of India’s more important
interests. They all run through the Dalai

Despite future risks to security and
international standing of not doing so, the
Indian government has yet to develop a
comprehensive strategy on Tibet. While
various statements supported by the Indian
Cultural Ministry endorse the Dalai Lama’s
authority over his own reincarnation, so far
India has not taken a formal position on the



issue of the Dalai Lama's succession, which
leaves open the possibility of future
deferral to China. The future of Tibetan
institutions in India, too, remains
vulnerable to shifting pressures and
political priorities.

Informed Indian analysts and security
policy experts have long advised that it is in
India’s interest to position itself as the
centripetal force in safeguarding the
sanctity of any future succession process,
protect Tibetan political and cultural
institutions across India and firmly oppose
interference and influence from China.®®
The CTA has been involved in discussions
behind the scenes with Indian policymakers
with the view of continuing to support
cultural, educational and spiritual activities
in future, and handling an interregnum
period.®!

Former Foreign Secretary and Sinologist
Vijay Gokhale warns against India losing
leverage by making any concessions to
China on a future Dalai Lama. “Given the
domestic stability and national security
sensibilities of the Chinese Communist
Party and the PRC on the matter of the
Dalai Lama’s succession, any unilateral
gesture or goodwill that India makes
toward the PRC with regard to the Dalai
Lama on the assumption that China might
view it positively is not likely to resonate in
Beijing and should therefore be avoided,”
says Gokhale, who previously argued for
the sidelining of Tibetan exiles from
particular events.®? “The PRC distrusts
India’s motives but tolerates its current
policy in pursuit of larger stability and
security goals. Their approach with India on
the Tibet issue is unidirectional—India must
be sensitive to Chinese concerns, but China

need not show reciprocal sensitivity to
India’s concerns relating to Tibet. Hence,
any unilateral step that seeks to please
China should not be pursued as it will not
result in any benefit for India.” 63

Gokhale also urges the Indian government
not to postpone consideration of detailed
and sensitive questions such as the the
possible establishment of a regency council
within India and the historically
unprecedented possibility of the 14th Dalai
Lama passing away on Indian soil and not
in Lhasa, “bearing in mind that the place of
interment of the 14th Dalai Lama’s mortal
remains [in future] will automatically
become a holy shrine for millions of
pilgrims. [...] Since the PRC still claims that
the Dalai Lama is a citizen of the PRC, albeit
arenegade, it is not beyond the realm of
possibility that it might demand his mortal
remains for interment in Lhasa.

The government of India would need to
develop an appropriate policy response,
including potential recourse to legal means,
to deal with such demands from the PRC."®*
India should also develops policy positions
now to anticipate and counter PRC
positions and demands, for instance that
the ritual objects and symbols of the Dalai
Lamas belong to China and must be
returned to them.

Indian commentators have cited the
ecological damage and impacts
downstream resulting from China'’s policies
on the Tibetan plateau as a further key
rationale for India to adopt a robust
approach in its engagement with China.%
Scientists have noted a correlation between
weather patterns on the plateau and
monsoons in the subcontinent.® Indian
journalist Shishir Gupta wrote: “There is



serious concern in Indian officialdom over
the ecological impact of rapid
industrialization of Tibet on trans-border
rivers and the monsoon, as this could lead
to a crisis of global proportions.”®’

Tibetan analyst Bhuchung K Tsering of the
International Campaign for Tibet described
the Modi administration’s policy on the
Dalai Lama and Tibet with a Tibetan saying:
“Drawing the curtain for fear of being seen,
while at the same time lighting a lamp for
fear of not being seen.”®® Tsering notes that
between 2015 and 2021, Modi stopped
making public greetings to the Dalai Lama
on his birthdays. This changed, probably
because of a more charged nationalist
atmosphere following the Chinese attack
on Indian troops in Ladakh in 2020, and
birthday greetings resumed in 2021. “At
this time, the Indian government seemed
to view the Dalai Lama as a card in hand,”
Tsering observed.

While PM Modi said during his election
campaign in May that he talked often to the
Dalai Lama, little is known publicly about the
rare conversations between the two men. Most
recently both leaders were present at the
Global Buddhist Summit in Delhi in April 2023 -
but on different days. Narendra Modi
inaugurated the meeting on the first day, while
the Dalai Lama was invited to address the
summit on the second day (although the
official schedule did not mention the name of
the chief guest).®® “Observers had speculated
on how Modi would share the stage with the
Dalai Lama for the first time. [...] Thus, like in
the Tibetan saying, the lamp had been lit but
the curtain had also been drawn
simultaneously,” wrote Bhuchung K.Tsering.”

At an earlier Buddhist summit in Rajgir in

2017, the historic site of Buddhist university
Nalanda, a similar arrangement had been
made, with the Indian President and the
Dalai Lama appearing at the venue on
separate days.”’

The Dalai Lama'’s website lists a meeting
between Modi and the Dalai Lama on 20
August 2014, but this was not
acknowledged at the time by the Indian
government. Indian sources reported at the
time that the Dalai Lama was “visibly
shaken” by the encounter, ahead of Xi
Jinping’'s September 2014 visit to Delhi.”

Treating the Dalai Lama, Buddhism and
Tibet as ‘cards’ to be played solely to
counter China compromises India’s
leverage with the PRC, as well as
threatening the future of Tibetan Buddhist
people, its culture and institutions.



2.2.CHINA, INDIAAND POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS ON

THE SILK ROAD

“While India seeks a multipolar [Asian regional order], with India as one of the
leading poles, China seeks a unipolar one, with India not being a pole at all.”

- Anushka Saxena in First Post 73

China is expanding efforts to encircle and
deepen alliances with states along India’s
northern frontiers and other countries in
the region and seeks to confront and
exclude India from its efforts to dominate
in the region.

The Silk Road, a network of pathways
extending across Eurasia connecting East
and West (with Ladakh at its heart) not only
served as a major trade route between
India and China, but also facilitated the
spread of Buddhism from India to East
Asia. The CCP alternative is the Silk Road
Economic Belt and the 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road, aiming at building a
trade and infrastructure network
connecting Asia with Europe and Africa
along the ancient trade routes of the Silk
Road.

Days after Modi had sought to showcase
his efforts to lead on both an Asian and
global stage at the G20 in Delhi, India was
notably absent from a meeting hosted
across the border in heavily militarized
Nyingtri. On 4-5 October 2023, China
brought together 280 representatives from
more than 40 countries including the
Deputy Prime Minister of Mongolia and the
Acting Foreign Minister of Pakistan in
Nyingtri in the TAR, across the border from

Arunachal Pradesh. Using the Mandarin
Chinese pinyin name for Tibet, the ‘China
Xizang Himalayan Rim International
Cooperation Forum’ hosted a number of
leaders from across the region and
neighbouring countries including the
Deputy Prime Minister of Mongolia, the
Vice Chairperson of the National Assembly
of Nepal Urmila Ayal and the Secretary of
the Ministry of Energy and Natural
Resources of Bhutan Karma Tshering. The
presence too of Acting Foreign Minister of
Pakistan, Jalil Abbas Jilani; the Interim
Foreign Minister of Afghanistan Amir Khan
Muttaqi and Minister of Sports and Youth
Affairs of Sri Lanka, Roshan Ranasinghe,
signaled China’s intention of involving
these countries in plans for the region,
forming a China-dominated grouping.
Several of these countries already have
interests in Tibet's mineral or other
resources.”

The meeting, described as the ‘Nyingchi
initiative’ was aimed at deepening China-
led international cooperation in the trans-
Himalaya region, representing a further
step in China’s planning for a Trans-
Regional Himalayan Corridor to draw these
countries closer in the PRC’s orbit, offering
trade and connectivity.”



China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi told the
meeting that: “China welcomes friends
from all over the world to come to Tibet to
witness with their own eyes the great
achievements in Tibet's economic and
social development, the happy lives of the
people of all ethnic groups in Tibet, and the
sound inheritance and protection of
Tibetan culture.” ¢

These plans are directly linked to China’s
propagation of a Chinese version of
Buddhism above Dharamsala’s. “Under the
influence of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), the cultural exchange of Tibetan
Buddhism would be endowed with new
connotations in line with the times,” said
Chinese professor Wu Xi according to
Xinhua.””

A month later, on 4 November 2023 a
conference was held in Lhasa to discuss
China’s trans-Himalayan ties with South
Asia. According to the state media, the
annual conference of the China South Asia
Society was aimed at providing “intellectual
support for the high-quality development
and high-level opening up of the Tibet
Autonomous Region”. 7

Following the meetings, TAR Party chief
Wang Junzheng visited Kathmandu, Sri
Lanka and Singapore. Tibet Daily reported
that the aim of the trip was to
“comprehensively promote the successful
practice and rich experience of the
Communist Party in governing Tibet [...]
and to promote extensive exchanges and
cooperation under the Belt and Road
Initiative”.

During their travels, Wang Junzheng and
Yan Jinhai used the Chinese term Xizang’
to refer to Tibet,” which was echoed by the
leaders of the nations they visited,
including Sir Lanka’s Foreign Minister who
used the term on his X/Twitter handle.®
India-based historian Claude Arpi points
out that this attempt to enforce
governments to use a Chinese name or
Tibet has ramifications for India and Britain
too. “India’s north-eastern boundary was
signed between Sir Henry McMahon,
India’s foreign secretary and Lonchen
Shatra, Tibet’s prime minister. ‘Xizang’ was
nowhere in the agreement,” wrote Arpi. “By
erasing Tibet's name, China tries to bury
forever Independent Tibet which existed
for centuries.” &
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2.5 HOW TIBET SAVED NALANDA AND CHINA'S COUNTER
ATTACK

“So we hover between war and peace, between the atom [bomb] and the Buddha.”

Indian Prime Minister Nehru in 1956

“I always describe Tibetan Buddhism as pure Buddhism from the Nalanda tradition.
...Nalanda had great masters such as Nagarjuna or Arya Asanga. ...During the 8th

century, the Tibetan Emperor invited Shantarakshita. He was a famous, well-known
scholar and master of Nalanda. He went to Tibet and spent the rest of his life there.

-The Dalai Lama 82

In earlier times, there was a constant flow
of Tibetan lamas and monks crossing the
unguarded Himalayan borders to visit great
Indian viharas (early Buddhist monasteries
in India) and a similar traffic in the other
direction of Himalayan masters and
pilgrims. This was replaced by desperate
and dangerous escapes across the border
by several thousand Tibetans a year
throughout the ‘80s, ‘90s and 2000s, until
China succeeded in almost closing the
gateway into exile via Nepal from 2008
onwards.

In exile, the Dalai Lama has been
responsible for a spiritual and cultural
revitalization across the Indian Himalaya,®
while Dharamsala has become a major
global spiritual and cultural centre. In his

He introduced Buddhism in Tibet. | myself studied the Nalanda tradition of
Buddhism; first | learned by heart and memorized what we call the Root Texts. All
these Root Texts have been written by Nalanda masters. ...The Tibetan Buddhist
tradition is the Nalanda tradition which combines the Sanskrit and the Pali
traditions as well Buddhist Tantrayana. Masters like Nagarjuna, Aryadeva and
Chandrakirti wrote tantric treatises in Sanskrit.”

dialogues with scientists and scholars over
several decades, the Dalai Lama has sought
to demonstrate how India’s Nalanda
tradition is, as he describes it, a “science of
the mind” of direct relevance to 21st
century secular concerns.

In his 1962 autobiography, the Dalai Lama
refers to India as the 'holy land’, a site of
pilgrimage that every Tibetan wishes to
visit. Tibet is portrayed as “the child of
Indian civilisation”.8* While the Dalai Lama
and Tibetans in exile acknowledge the deep
impacts of Indian Buddhism and sacred
sites on Tibetan culture, the same is rarely
the case from the Indian side. “The Dalai
Lama mentions ‘saints and seers’ as the
transmitters of Buddhism to Tibet, thus
completely omitting the comparatively



huge Tibetan input that was actively
invested in the same process,” writes Toni
Huber in her study of Tibetan exiles in
India. “This statement is actually very
typical of premodern Tibetan Buddhist
historiography in general, in which, when
Tibet is compared with India, the Indian
role is often inflated while the Tibetan one
is reduced or obscured.” &

The official inauguration of the revived
Nalanda University in Bihar on 19 June 2024
by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
accompanied by Minister of External Affairs
Dr. S. Jaishankar, highlighted the complex
politics and history of Tibet's ties to the
subcontinent and the future of Tibetan
Buddhism. PM Modi inaugurated the
ancient Buddhist university a day before
meeting Nancy Pelosi and the Congressional
delegation in Delhi. The ceremony was
attended not by the Dalai Lama, but by
Chinese Ambassador to India Xu Feihong.%
India has struggled to re-establish the
ancient Nalanda institution where Buddhism
was preserved by Tibetan scholars. When a
major project to revive the university began,
funded by the Indian government, the Dalai
Lama had no formal role. This was linked to
pressures from China, a partner in the
project, exerted through members of the
governing board. #

The Dalai Lama has often said that the
source of all Buddhist knowledge is
Nalanda, the ancient university founded
north of Rajgir in Bihar in 427 CE, predating
the University of Oxford and Europe's
oldest university, Bologna, by more than
500 years. The great monastic university
attracted thousands of students from
across Eastern and Central Asia to learn
Buddhist principles, logic, astronomy, the

ancient Indian medical system of Ayurveda
and mathematics. Nearby, the Buddha
achieved enlightenment under the Bodhi
tree at Bodh Gaya. Tibetan Buddhists
played a vital role in saving Nalanda and its
teachings when it was raised to the ground
centuries ago, as well as contributing to its
revival today through the Dalai Lama’s
scholarship and emphasis on its
importance.

When the university was destroyed in the
1190s, the library was so large that it is said
to have been ablaze for over three months
after Turko-Afghan invaders set it on fire
during their invasion and conquest of
northern and eastern India. &

While the accounts of Chinese Buddhist
pilgrim Xuanzang of the great monastic
university are well documented, Tibet's vital
role in the protection and restoration of its
knowledge base has received less
attention. When the philosophical, scientific
and spiritual treasures of Nalanda were
ransacked and destroyed, Tibetan monks
and lamas rescued texts and materials,
transferring them to the high plateau. From
the Seventh century onwards and
continuing for 900 years, more than 700
Tibetan translators travelled to India and
translated more than 500 texts, almost the
entire Buddhist canon, into Tibetan, an
endeavour that has been described as
among the finest achievements of the art of
translation in any place or time.®

The Dalai Lama told the BBC: “The only
reason these ancient Buddhist texts
survived the destruction [...] is because,
centuries earlier, Tibetan monks had
trekked down to the hot Indian plains from
their icy redoubts in the Himalayas to



translate them. They returned to their
monasteries in the mountains with these
Tibetan versions. [...] The wisdom came
from India [...] but now we know it better
than the original Indian masters." ®©

Centuries later, in 1959, Tibetans sought
refuge from religious persecution
themselves in India. Today, as the roots of
the Nalanda tradition are in danger of being
wiped out in Tibet,*" the Dalai Lama is
regarded by many as the rightful
‘throneholder’ of the monastic university.

Meanwhile the Chinese leadership set up the
Nanhai Academy of Buddhism to “offer the
world a Sinicised Buddhist system”, headed
by the VP of the Buddhist Association of
China, Master Yinshun. Nanhai hosts foreign
students for study from countries including
Cambodia and Nepal. Yinshun says that
China is using the vehicle of BRI to
“strengthen the construction of Buddhist
cultural platforms” and that not only is the
South China Sea actually Chinese, but also
that China has become the centre of the
world's Buddhism.??

Nalanda began when learned sages such as
Nagarjuna and Arya Deva decided to set up
avihara in Bihar. It is said that Arya Deva
once invited Nagarjuna for a discussion on
Buddhist philosophy; when the former tried
to argue with Nagarjuna, he failed to grasp
his reasoning. Arya Deva then understood
that he had found his master; Nagarjuna
later initiated him into the mysteries of the
science of mind. *3 Aryabhata, considered
the father of Indian mathematics, is
speculated to have headed the university in
the sixth Century CE. Aryabhata was the
first to assign zero as a digit, a revolutionary
concept, which helped evolve more complex

avenues such as algebra and calculus and
was critical for the development of
computing.®*

From the fifth century CE to 1193 CE, the
Buddhist vihara flourished under the
patronage of not only Buddhist emperors
like Harsha and later the Pala dynasty, but
also received the support of Hindu rulers.
The Chinese monk Xuanzang, who studied
there in the Seventh Century, described a
nine-storey library "soaring into the
clouds." %

To underpin the relevance of Buddhism to
the modern world and science, the Dalai
Lama has recounted the story of a nuclear
physicist Raja Ramanna, who told him that
he was surprised to find the concept of
quantum physics and relativity in one of
Nagarjuna’s texts. “The West discovered
these concepts at the end of the 19th
century or beginning of the 20th century.
Some Indian sages like Nagarjuna knew it
nearly 2,000 years ago,” the Dalai Lama
said. The Tibetan leader differentiates
between this ‘science of mind’ originating
from Nalanda, Buddhist philosophy and
Buddhist religion, saying: ‘When we say
‘Buddhist science’, we mean ‘science of the
mind’; it is something universal; it is not a
religion.” *® In a major new endeavour, a
four volume series of books by the Dalai
Lama and Tibetan scholars have been
published, bringing together ancient
Buddhist scientific and philosophical
explorations of the nature of reality which
draws upon the wisdom of thousands of
sutras and treatises written in Sanskrit by
scholars at Nalanda.®”



2.4 CHINA'S BUDDHIST NARRATIVES AND COMPETITION

WITH INDIA

“For Buddhists, [the Dalai Lama] is the personification of the Avalokitesvara. His
reincarnation — or not — will determine whether the world can save Tibetan

Buddhism from the Chinese Communist Party.”

I- ndrani Bagchi, foreign policy commentator and CEO designate for the Ananta Centre %

There are thought to be just over 10 million
Buddhists in India, or 0.70% of the
population.” While the numbers are
overwhelmingly larger with an estimated
200 million or more Buddhists in China, at
nearly a fifth of the population according to
the same study, it is unclear to what extent
these are active practitioners, and they have
to operate within the constraints of a
Marxist-Leninist Party state that promotes
atheism. Buddhism, together with Daoism
and Confucianism, is acknowledged as one
of China'’s three major religious traditions.

Tibetan Buddhism is increasingly popular in
China, with Tibetan lamas attracting a huge
following. Kirti Rinpoche, the head lama of
the influential monastery in Ngaba, Tibet,
who is now in exile in Dharamsala, has said
that the reason is that “Most exponents of
Chinese Buddhism are merely trained in
liturgical recitation, and those with deep
knowledge of the philosophical tradition are
now extremely rare. On my (1984) visit, |
met many old monks in Chinese temples
who had met the Dalai Lama and asked
after him with great reverence. | also came
across Chinese monks who had gone to the
three great monasteries in Lhasa for study
and then returned to their temples in China.
Such people had a good impression of

Tibet, the Tibetan people and Tibetan
Buddhism based on what they had seen for
themselves.” 1%

Using Buddhism to achieve a political
agenda serves the PRC in various ways.
Buddhism has been more deeply rooted in
China than Islam or Christianity and so is
perceived as a localized faith rather than a
‘foreign’ one. It is also “a convenient
resource given that many Asian countries
have large number of Buddhists and are
historically influenced by Buddhism,” wrote
scholar Dr Juyan Zhang. “Buddhism was
seldom associated with major upheavals
and social conflicts in Chinese history and
is thus deemed relatively harmless to the
regime.”%

Party leaders and officials have even
sought to characterise Buddhism as an
“ancient Chinese religion”, implying it
originated in China rather than in India. At
a press conference on the sidelines of the
Party Congress in 2017, Executive Deputy
Head of the United Front Work Department
Zhang Yijiong asserted that Tibetan
Buddhism is a “special form of religion”
that originated in ancient China."%2

(The statement contradicted Xi Jinping’s
acknowledgement in 2014 at a speech



made in Paris that Buddhism originated in
ancient India).’® Zhang Yijiong spent much
of his career in the Qinghai and the Tibet
Autonomous Region, where he served as
Deputy Party Secretary from 2006-10. He
has emphasized the importance of the
CCP's aggressive ‘counter-terror’ drive, that
conflates peaceful resistance with violence,
including on a visit to the TAR in 2014,
where he also met China’s official Panchen
Lama Gyaltsen Norbu.'%

In another example of the same narrative,
academic at the state-run China Tibetology
Research Centre, Li Decheng wrote: “In the
middle of the Seventh century A.D.,
Buddhism was introduced to Tibet from
Nepal and inland China, and Han Buddhism
and Zen Buddhism were spread in Tibet.'%
The formation and development of Chinese
Buddhism had an important influence on,
and became an important source of Tibetan
Buddhism.” Ignoring centuries of religious
connections across borders, Li claimed that
the Sinicisation project goes back hundreds
of years: “By the end of the Tenth century, the
Buddhism that was transmitted into the
Tibetan areas of [China] completed the
process of localization and Sinicisation,
forming a new sect of Sinicised Buddhism,
which became a distinctive culture within
Chinese culture.”

The CCP's political representations of
Buddhism ignore the interwoven history of
the spiritual and philosophical development
of Buddhism in India and Tibet.'% As early as
792-794 CE, the 'Samye debate’ became
known as a pivotal moment in the history of
Tibetan Buddhism, which would continue to
follow the late Indian model or the ‘Nalanda
path’ with only minor influence from China."”
“The Chinese fought hard to impose their

own system of Buddhism in Tibet, but
finally it is the Nalanda Path which
prevailed,” writes historian Claude Arpi."%®

Chinese state media has also appropriated
the legacy of the Indian Emperor Ashoka
who had presided over the spread of
Buddhism. When the Chinese Panchen
Lama visited a replica of the Ashoka
Pagoda created in Hong Kong to house a
visiting Buddhist relic in 2012, China Daily
said that the relic was met with “dharma
joy."10°

Some official sources present a narrative in
which Sinicisation is a natural next stage of
the process of merging Buddhism with
Chinese culture and philosophy. A
discussion in state media with Sheng Kai,
vice president of Tsinghua University's
Institute of Ethics and Religion, examined
the question: “Is Sinicisation the
Secularization of Buddhism? Since
Buddhism was introduced from India to
China more than 2,000 years ago, it has not
only merged with Chinese culture and
philosophy, but also deeply integrated into
the daily lives of Chinese people without
their noticing. Buddhism comprises three
major schools: Han, Tibetan and Southern,
each with a different language. Has the
Sinicisation of Buddhism been completed?
Can the historical process be interpreted as
the secularization and Sinicisation of
Buddhism?” While acknowledging that
Buddhism came from India, Sheng Kai said
that it should “be compatible with the
traditional inheritance of Confucian and
Taoist cultures, blended into the faith and
belief of the Chinese ritual culture ...so
discussion of the historical connotation of
the Sinicisation of Buddhism means
exploring the process and laws of



Buddhism'’s transformation from an alien
civilization to Chinese religion.” One of his
conclusions is that Buddhism in China has
four fundamental characteristics; the last
being: “an integration of globalization and
localization. As a result of the Sinicisation
of Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism is not only
a local transformation of religious
civilization from overseas [read India] but
also a rediffusion to East Asia and
Southeast Asia.""®

To counter China's narrative, India has
taken more considered efforts to promote
Buddhist culture and philosophy in recent
years. In 2011, it launched an inaugural
Global Buddhist Confederation meeting in
Delhi, attended by the Dalai Lama and
involving around 900 religious leaders and
monks from across the world. According to
one delegate, “The whole world looks to
India because of Buddhism. If someone
from India takes initiative, India can take
leadership of the Buddhist world.” "' The
International Buddhist Confederation was
established as a result to promote India as
a leader in Buddhism and to spread
Buddhist traditions and practices.'"?

Buddhism is also used by India’s leadership
as a means of strengthening its relations
with Southeast Asian nations. At his
address at the Global Buddhist Summit in
Delhi on 20 April 2023, Prime Minister Modi
stressed the contemporary relevance of
Buddhism and said that he had told the
United Nations a few years ago that ‘we are
the country that has given the world
Buddh, not Yudh (war)".""®* Prime Minister
Modi highlighted his personal connection
with Buddhism as his native village,
Vadnagar, was an important Buddhist
centre historically. In what may have been

intended as a reminder to China at India’s
Buddhist origins he referred to the visit to
his home area of the famous Chinese monk
Xuanzang in the seventh century, who later
took hundreds of Indian texts back to
China, helping to develop Chinese
Buddhism.'™

In an earlier parallel to diplomatic
maneouvring on Buddhism nearly 70 years
ago, Nehru and the then Chinese Premier
Zhou Enlai struggled to push their own
agendas during a fraught visit by the 21
year old Dalai Lama to India in 1956, where
he attended Buddha Jayanti celebrations.
Although India had explicitly recognised
Tibet as a part of China in the 1954 Sino-
Indian Panchshil Agreement,'"s to the
annoyance of Beijing, during his visit the
Dalai Lama was treated by India “like a head
of state”."® The Chinese then decided to
engage in their own Buddhist ceremonial,
by donating money for the construction of
a Xuanzang Memorial Hall in Nalanda,
Bihar. By placing the Dalai Lama in charge
of the ritual offering, they sought to
demonstrate he was there as a Chinese
representative rather than a Tibetan leader
and guest.™’

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has invoked
Buddhism as a central plank of Indian
identity, for instance during his visits to
Mongolia, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Japan, and
more recently, the Buddha’s birthplace in
Lumbini, Nepal, as part of efforts to draw
Buddhist countries out of China’s orbit and
strengthen cooperation. Indian
government officials have emphasised how
Indian Buddhists have carried the teachings
abroad to Sri Lanka, Tibet, China, and from
central Asia to the islands of Japan.'"®
During Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Japan



in August 2014, he and the late Japanese
Prime Minister Shizo Abe prayed at
Buddhist temples together and released a
series of social media posts on how
“looking at statues of Buddha, we were
reminded of the deep historical ties
between Japan and India."'"®

Modji’s invocation of Buddhism in asserting
nationalist interests and soft power has
something of a precedent more than half a
century ago. When local officials discovered
a Chinese government book called
‘Buddhism in China’ circulating in Sikkim
marketplaces in 1955, the Ministry of
External Affairs, under the advice of the
political officer in Gangtok, instructed the
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting to
produce 10,000 copies of a comparable
India-focused ‘History of Buddhism’ in
Tibetan, Hindi and English. “[...] The
authorities believed that propagating
Buddhism would send a clear message to
the border communities that India and not
China is their real ‘'homeland’,” writes
Douglas Ober in his investigation of how
Buddhism shaped India’s modern history.'?

Ober notes that a year later in 1956, Nehru
expressed support for plans to build an
institute of Tibetology in Gangtok, Sikkim,
during a visit by the Dalai Lama from Lhasa.
On his way back to Tibet the Dalai Lama
laid the foundation stone, with Nehru and
his daughter Indira Gandhi presiding over
its inauguration 20 months later. In
subsequent years, Tibetans would cross the
Himalayan passes with religious texts to be
stored at the institute in order to protect
them from China’s onslaught on Buddhism.

“As a product of his age,” wrote Douglas
Ober, “Nehru understood Buddhism to be

the primary link between India and the rest
of Asia. [...] Embellishing a universalist
message of Buddhist fraternity, tolerance,
and peace with slogans about pan-Asian
unity, he argued that India was a kind of
axis mundi for the Buddhist world.” #1
Ober writes that the first major rupture in
Nehru's Buddhist politic came when his
former law minister, B.R. Ambedkar, and
nearly half a million of his followers - an
oppressed population of dalits, or
‘untouchables’ - converted to Buddhism.'*

For the celebrations of 900 years of the
Karmapa lineage in Bodh Gaya, India, in
2010, the Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje
curated the performance of a ‘doha’ (old
verse format of Indian poetry) by the great
Indian mahasiddha Tilopa, the first
performance of the work, a Tantric song of
realization, for several hundred years. The
opening ceremony included a song in
Sanskrit, a language that the Karmapa was
studying.



2.5 STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE OF TAWANG, BIRTHPLACE

OF THE SIXTH DALAI LAMA

Close to today’s border with China in
present-day Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh,
which was over run by Chinese troops in
1962, there is a humble whitewashed home
strung with prayer flags. It was the home of
the 6th Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso, who
was born in the territory of Monyul in 1683,
and it is the only one of the birthplaces of
the 14 Dalai Lamas freely accessible to
pilgrims. 2

Tawang is of high strategic significance for
both China and India, with China claiming

the territory as ‘south Tibet’, and Chinese
commentators in the official media saying
that they can “never give up the place”.'*
On a map published soon after Narendra
Modi became Indian Prime Minister in
2014, Beijing depicted Arunachal Pradesh
as part of its territory,'? while in March
(2024) a new official Chinese map of ‘south
Tibet (Zangnan) was published giving
standardised Chinese names of 30
locations in the Indian state. “This renaming
by Beijing is not merely an isolated act but
part of a long-term plan aimed at

Close to today’s border with China in present-day Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh, which was over run by Chinese
troops in 1962, is the home of the 6th Dalai Lama Tsangyang Gyatso, who was born in the territory of Monyul in
1683. It is the only one of the birthplaces of the Dalai Lama freely accessible to pilgrims.



destabilising the region, confusing the
public, and promoting a narrative akin to its
actions in Tibet and other occupied
territories since the establishment of the
PRC in October 1949,” wrote three Tibetan
researchers for Indian thinktanks in a policy
brief.126

The Dalai Lama is revered in Arunachal
Pradesh, as he is everywhere in India, and
has strong historic and cultural ties with the
region. After crossing the border in 1959,
he sought refuge in the historic Tibetan
Buddhist monastery of Tawang. He has
subsequently visited Arunchal Pradesh on a
number of occasions, leading to standard
China issued threats. In 2017 when the
Dalai Lama gave religious teachings,
China’s Foreign Ministry warned that this
would “gravely damage the peace and
stability of the border regions between
China and India, and China-India relations,”
adding that by inviting the Dalai Lama to an
area where China and India had territorial
disputes, the Indian side had “violated its
commitment on Tibet-related issues, and
escalated the boundary dispute.”’?” China
also complained about a previous visit by
the Dalai Lama in 2009 and when the then
US Ambassador to India, Richard Verma,
visited Tawang in 2016.

During his 2017 visit, the Dalai Lama was
asked whether the wishes of local people
might be fulfilled by the exile leader being
reborn there, given Tawang is the birthplace
of the Sixth.™2® “It is difficult to say,” he
responded at a press conference.™®

He added more stakeholders to the list,
including Ladakhis, Chinese Buddhists,
Mongolians as well as some Europeans,
saying that these followers have on various
occasions expressed their desire for the

Dalai Lama to be reborn in their respective
home regions: “[...] Judging [the] present
situation and many Mongolians really also
[are] showing deep devotion to the Dalai
Lama. Besides Tibetan refugees, thousands
of local people from Arunachal to Ladakh
[are] very, very devoted."'%

In the past, the Dalai Lama has equated
India’s openness to his visits to Tawang
despite China’s reservations with a positive
shift in their approach to Sino-Indian
relations.™!

Before leaving India for the West, the 17th
Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje made several
visits to the region. In 2016 he taught to a
crowd of 20,000 in Tawang at the request of
the Buddhist Monpa people from the west
of the Indian state. He emphasised the
relationship between the Karmapas, heads
of the Karma Kagyu school of Tibetan
Buddhism and the Monpa people - which
go back 900 years to his first incarnation.
Indicating the strength of the religious and
cultural connections, the then Chief
Minister of the state CM Pema Khandu said
that “the people of Monyul had long
aspired to receive the blessings of His
Holiness” and that in schools in the region,
the study of Tibetan (Bhoti) had been
introduced as a third language. He
expressed his hope that this initiative would
“help people to understand the ancient
Buddhist scriptures and lead to deeper
spiritual lives."32



2.6 FORGING THE ‘GREAT WALL OF STEEL : THE INDIA-

TIBET BORDER

“[The Line of Actual Control] is four lines, actually. One is the Indian perception of the Line
of Actual Control. Another is the Chinese perception of the Line of Actual Control. Third is
the Indian perception of the Chinese perception of the Line of Actual Control — because we
have a perception based on their line of patrolling. And the fourth is, of course, the Chinese
perception of the Indian perception of the Line of Actual Control.”

- Vinod Bhatia, (retired) director general of military operations for the Indian Army, cited by the

New York Times, 27 June 2024 33

“Once the Chinese entered Tibet in 1950, in a sense the Himalayas was fractured. One of our
diplomats at that time said: ‘The Chinese have entered Tibet: the Himalayas no longer

exist.””

- Ambassador Nirupama Rao '3

Xi Jinping has called on China's border troops
to forge a "great wall of steel" along the
country's borders by enhancing their
capabilities in frontier defence and control.™®
Underlining the imperative of securitisation
which now dominates every CCP policy, Xi
says that “We must adhere to our strategic
thinking that to govern the nation, we must
first govern our borders, to govern our
borders, we must first stabilize Tibet.”'3¢
Reflecting the priorities of the top Party
leadership and unlike his predecessors, Xi
has made a number of visits to troops in
border regions, including an inspection
tour to Nyingtri (Chinese: Nyingchi) in the
TAR in 2021, located in a strategically
important area bordering Arunachal
Pradesh in India. The administrative seat of
Nyingtri is called Bayi in Chinese, meaning
‘eight one’, a reference to the PLA's creation
on 1 August 1927.

The main focus of Xi Jinping’s Nyingtri visit
in 2021 was the new strategic railway route
from Lhasa, an important segment of the
Sichuan-Tibet link. Like all infrastructure in
the region, this high-speed electrified
railway has both civilian (attracting tourists)
and military purposes (making the transfer
of troops to border areas easier). “If a
scenario of a crisis happens at the China-
India border, the railway will provide a great
convenience for China’s delivery of strategic
materials,” Qian Feng, director of research
at the National Strategy Institute at
Tshinghua University was cited as saying by
Global Times. 37 Global Times, an official
mouthpiece of the Chinese government,
confirmed on 4 August that the Lhasa-
Nyingtri (Ch: Nyingchi) railway was also
being used for military transport missions.
Unnamed analysts were cited describing it
as “a move that will boost the capability of



the People's Liberation Army (PLA)".138
Opened in 2021 and with its highest part
standing at over 5,100 m above sea level,
the railway line features 47 tunnels, 121
bridges and a 525m long bridge.™°

The day after Xi Jinping's visit to border, the
Chinese HJ12 man-portable anti-tank
missile made its debut in an exercise
organised by the People’s Liberation Army’s
Tibet Military Command. The Global Times
and Tibet Military Region’s official WeChat
account reported that this missile can
destroy any main battle tank in the world.'°

TAR Party leader Wang Junzheng has
reiterated Xi Jinping's “orders to prepare for
war, his insistence on placing military
training in a strategic position, to combine
combat training with scientific technology,
to strengthen civil-military joint training in
key areas such as disaster relief and
emergency rescue”. ! Visiting troops
stationed on the border soon after his
appointment as TAR Party chief, Wang
Junzheng told border guards to “stick to
their post in the ice and snow”, underlining
Xi Jinping’s message that ‘social stability’ in
Tibet is related to ‘national stability’, and
that border security in Tibet is tied to the
Party's perception of its national security.
Wang Junzheng stressed that border
officials should “put the cause of the party
and the people first, loyalty to the core,
support to the core, maintain the core and
defend the core to ensure security and
stability on the border."142

Military and security officials in Xinjiang
(East Turkestan) collaborate closely with
their counterparts in the border areas of
Tibet and elsewhere, reflecting the Chinese
leadership’s alignment of Tibet and Xinjiang

and the importance of both regions to the
Chinese government in fulfilling its
strategic and economic objectives.™?

The appointment of Lt. General Yin
Hongxing as the new Political Commissar of
the Tibet Military Region (TMR),
subordinate to the Western Theatre
Command, was announced at a meeting of
the Tibet Military Region Party Committee
two days before Wang Junzheng's visit on
19 January 2022."4 The former commander
of Tibet Military District (from 2019 to 2021)
Wang Haijiang, moved to the same role in
Xinjiang for six months before assuming
leadership of the Western Theater
Command in 2021. Lt. Gen. Wang Haijiang's
transfer to the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region from Tibet came five
years after Chen Quanquo trialled
dystopian police strategies in Tibet before
becoming Xinjiang (East Turkestan)
Communist Party chief and presiding over a
network of internment camps.'

Wang Haijiang was lauded by the official
press for his contributions to the
construction of xiaokang ‘well-off’ border
villages. According to the People's
Liberation Army Daily,"*® Wang Haijiang
stayed at the front line of border defense at
an altitude of more than 4,000 meters for
10 consecutive months in 2017, leading
officers and soldiers to build winding
mountain roads in extreme weather,
contributing to the construction of well-off
villages on the border. In June 2020, during
an intensive period of the border dispute
with India, Wang Haijiang, then
commander of the Tibet Military Region,
also led a team to patrol the Sino-Indian
border and "painted red" on the boundary
markers at the border. '#



Under Wang Haijiang’s command, the Tibet
Military Region established its first ‘Snow
Mastiff Plateau Resistance Team’ in 2020. At
the inauguration ceremony, he praised the
Militia Team and said the fighters who have
come from the ring to border defense will
contribute to the construction of border
defense with practical actions, assisting the
border defense Regiment and the Special
Force Brigade in combat training.'®

The PLA's Western Theatre Command (WTC)
is the largest of China’s five Theatre
Commands and exercises operational
jurisdiction over the country’s borders with
India and Afghanistan. Since military
maneouvres against India in 2020, China
has raised its grading among Theatre
Commands and brought the WTC on par
with the Eastern Theatre Command, which
is ranked first in terms of priority for
receiving new aircraft and weaponry. India-
based Sinologist Jayadeva Ranade
observed: “Other visible indicators of the
leadership’s attention are the high-level

visits; postings of new officers to the
Western Theatre Command; the enhanced
and qualitatively different exercises by PLA
forces deployed in the Xinjiang and Tibet
Military Regions subordinate to the
Western Theatre Command; and the new,
modern equipment that is now being
supplied to them.” ™4°

A number of Politburo members and
senior CCP cadres continue to visit the TAR,
in particular the heavily militarized area of
Ngari (Ali), Shigatse (Rigaze) and Nyingchi.
Chairman of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) Wang
Yang visited the TAR a month after Xi in
2021. Central and TAR public security,
propaganda and united front teams have
visited the TAR border counties. In addition
to emphasising loyalty to the Party and the
priority of border defence, they have also
stressed the importance of “eliminating the
14th Dalai Lama’s influence”.

Tibetans serve in military on both sides of the border

Beijing has also stepped up its efforts to
recruit Tibetans in the PLA, offering
incentives to those willing to join. State
media reported that many young Tibetans
had signed up during its first post-COVID
recruitment drive in 2021, stating that
“conscription work in Tibet has entered the
final stage.” %0

According to the Tibetan service of Radio
Free Asia, 18-21 year old Tibetan students
were being offered reimbursement of their

school fees in exchange for enrolling in a
two-year course of military training.
Students already receiving state aid for
their schooling were required to enroll,
according to a Chinese government notice.
A high school student in Tibet told RFA in a
written message that “Military training has
been a part of our schools' curriculum in
the past, but this is the first time that an
official government notice has been sent
out to all the schools promoting enrolment
in programs of military training.” ™'



Chinese citizens from across the PRC are also
offered significant financial inducements to
serve on the plateau including subsidies for
the soldier’s family, reimbursement for
university expenditures, service pay as well
as job-finding assistance.'*

Across the border, Tibetans in exile carry
photographs of the Dalai Lama as they
serve in the Special Frontier Force, an elite
unit formed in 1962 after the Sino-Indian
war that primarily recruits from the Tibetan
community in exile. Original SFF cadres
included Khampas who became refugees
after fierce resistance against Chinese
troops in the ‘50s and ‘60s, and who
traditionally serve as bodyguards of
successive Dalai Lamas.

In a border clash in Ladakh in 2020, a
Tibetan soldier called Tenzin Nyima who
was serving in the SFF was killed. (This
followed the Galwan clashes in June 2020,
when thousands of Chinese troops
advanced west of the border in the Galwan
valley, triggering clashes. Twenty Indians
and at least four Chinese died in hand to
hand combat, using crude weapons like
clubs studded with nails.) For the first time,
India made it public that it had used Tibetan
commandoes during the military action.
Indian media reported: “Although the SFF,
which is usually tasked with classified
missions, functions under the operational
control of the Indian Army, its official
supervisory body is the Cabinet secretariat.
The SFF, which consists of trained high-
altitude warriors, owes its allegiance to the
Dalai Lama, the flag of Tibet and the flag of
India.” "2 Tenzin Nyima was given an official
funeral with a 21 gun salute.

Previously, while there had been disputes

and skirmishes, since the 1970s an
agreement by both sides that guns were
not to be used had largely been held. This
changed in 2020, when warning shots were
fired, with Chinese and Indian officials
accusing each other’s soldiers. China'’s
Party mouthpiece The Global Times took a
belligerent tack, describing India as having
“the mentality of a loser”™>* and saying:
“China is several times stronger than India,
and India is no match for China. We must
smash any Indian illusion that it can deal
with China by colluding with other powers,
such as the U.S.”

“Bilateral agreements between India and
China aimed at maintaining peace and
tranquility [...] became meaningless the
moment China moved large numbers of
troops to Eastern Ladakh in May 2020,” the
Delhi-based thinktank Foundation for Non-
Violent Alternatives reported in a policy
brief. “Since then, despite several rounds of
talks between the two sides, there has
been no forward movement in bilateral
discussions to move back to the status quo
ante. [...] India must plan for a new phase
in its bilateral relations and be constantly
prepared for fresh moves along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC) by the PRC."” 15

The Quad, or Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue comprising the US, Australia,
Japan and India, was revived in 2017 with
the goal of preventing China from
dominating in the Indo-Pacific. The
grouping is centred on mutual
commitment to establish a “free, open
rules-based order” in the Indo-Pacific out
of growing worry about Chinese
assertiveness.'® China does not want India
not to be the long arm of the U.S. in the
region as an active member of the Quad,



and is challenged too by India’s defence
cooperation with the U.S."’

The two sides have now established buffer
zones in areas where the standoffs occurred
in 2020, but have also fortified their
positions with fresh troops and
infrastructure.'® In August 2013, the Indian
Air Force landed the C-130J Hercules aircraft
at Daulat Beg Oldi, the highest landing
ground in the world, on the frontier with
China in the Ladakh sector, near the theatre

of the 1962 war. Other airstrips not used
since the 1962 debacle were also brought
back into use, at Chushul in the western
sector and Tezpur in the eastern sector,
where a squadron of Sukhoi fighter jets
was placed.'™

On an international stage, China
downplays tensions, most likely in order to
signal that the border issue can be
resolved bilaterally, without any
engagement from the US.'®®

Military activity and model ‘well-off’ villages on the

Arunachal border

Xi Jinping’s announcement when he came
to power that a major priority was to
enhance ‘security’ along Tibet's border with
India involves a major initiative to build new
villages along the borders.

The construction of ‘xiaokang’ (model well-
off) villages was prioritized as part of
China’s national border defense and frontier
security in its work plan for 2017-2020.%
China’s construction of the two largest
clusters of new border villages that have
been built within the last few years
correlates with two places that saw fighting
in 1962 Sino-Indian war - Tsona (Chinese:
Cuona), opposite Tawang in Arunachal
Pradesh, and Dzayul (Chayu), opposite
Walong.

This has led to the dramatic expansion of
infrastructure and militarisation in the 21
border counties of the TAR, involving
repopulating the area with residents who
are tasked with serving as plainclothes
security alongside military and police units.

The TAR authorities announced in January
2022 that 624 ‘xiaokang' villages had been
completed, although some analysts
dispute this figure as being too high.'®?

(A Global Times report on 27 September
2021, several months earlier, gave a figure
of 680 xiaokang villages.) 163

Military activity in TAR across the LAC
including across Arunachal Pradesh has
increased as China enhances its strategic
deployment in the border areas. It
combines dual-use civilian and military
infrastructure such as new roads and
‘model well-off’ (xiaogang) villages with
new military garrisons. PLA Rocket Force
(PLARF) and PLA Strategic Support Force
(PLA SSF) units are present in the PLA
Western Theatre Command close to the
LAC. 64

Satellite images show PLA construction
activities in Seti Chu and Chupda Chu
valleys opposite Tulung La sector in
Arunachal Pradesh.®®



On the Indian side of the border, two
mountain divisions were raised in 2009,
with operational headquarters of both in
Arunachal Pradesh in case of PLA attack in
the region.’®® There were clashes on the
Arunachal border in December 2022 and
also in 2021, with both the Indian and
Chinese governments issuing separate
statements in which both sides accused
each other of transgressing the Line of
Actual Control (LAC).

An observer of the Indo-Tibetan frontier
who monitors developments under the
Twitter/X handle @NatureDesai says that
increased PLA deployment in the eastern
frontier compared to the “pre-Galwan clash
period” suggests the changed dynamics of
the Indian border in China’s strategic plans.
“Construction of the new dual-use airport in
Lhontse Dzong, less than 30 miles from the
McMahon Line and around 100 km from
Tawang, has changed the status quo in the
region. China seems to be augmenting their
force deployment along the Tibet-Arunachal
Pradesh border areas to gain a perceived
upper hand in terms of infrastructure,
communication and logistics compared to
India,” said Nature Desai.

The same monitor suggested that the next
flash points of the eastern sector of the LAC
might be directly opposite Tawang."®’
Analysis of satellite imagery has also
suggested a massive troop deployment by
the Chinese in the Tawang sector. '8

According to the Indian media, Indian forces
successfully repelled a Chinese incursion in
December 2023 in the Yangtse area of the
Tawang sector, attributed at least in part to
all-weather deployment at a network of
small outposts in the area. '

In January 2022, Wei Changgq;i, Party
Secretary of Metok or Medog in Nyingtri
(Chinese: Nyingchi or Linzhi) located on
TAR’s border with the Indian state of
Arunachal Pradesh, said that along with
the ‘stabilisation’ of the border, it was
important to promote “the anti-
encroachment struggle and implement a
‘push forward strategy™. In this context he
urged “the transfer of people in the central
areas to the front line”, and the need to
speed up “construction of settlements in
the border areas, and ensure that the
people move into new homes as soon as
possible”.17

In a study of the new settlements close to
the LAC, the Takshashila Geospatial Bulletin
assessed their unique spatial patterns and
architectural characteristics differentiating
border villages and dual-purpose and
military settlements. “The latter are often
surrounded by boundary walls and closed-
circuit surveillance, distinguishing them
from nearby civilian settlements that tend
to be more dispersed and unstructured.
Rivers and other physical features naturally
mark these dual-purpose settlements,
distinct from typical urban expansions.
Based on time series satellite images, most
construction work occurs during June and
July when weather conditions are mild,”
wrote Dr Nithiyanadam Yogeshwaran.'”

The construction of the border villages is
accompanied by the rapid development of
infrastructure on the Chinese side. Recent
analysis of satellite imagery reveals the
newly built Shannan (Lhokha) Longzi
Airport, located less than 50 km from the
LAC at an altitude of 3,900 m, which is likely
to lead to major settlements in the area.’”?
The total road network in TAR, which was



7,300 km in 1959, expanded to 120,000 km by
2021, a growth of 1543%. Air infrastructure
has been significantly enhanced alongside
the expansion of road and rail networks.
Between 2017 and 2022, five airports were
upgraded, and four new airports were
established. Additionally, nine heliports
became operational, further strengthening
the region's air connectivity. ”* The Nyingchi
(Nyingtri) Mainling Airport, located 15 km
from China's border with Arunachal
Pradesh, plays a role in supporting PLA
forces in the area, potentially including
elements of the 52nd and 53rd Light
Combined Arms Brigades and has
undergone several upgrades in recent
years."* The construction of a road linking
northern Xinjiang to Kyirong county in Tibet
on the border with Nepal, believed to be in
early stages of construction, has been
described as “the greatest strategic change
[in terms of infrastructure] since the 1950s
for India.””®

In contrast, border villages on the
Arunachal Pradesh side have poor
accessibility, inadequate infrastructure and
depressed economic growth, resulting in
people migrating out of the area.'’®

When Xi Jinping made his statement about
securing the borders and its connection to
China’s national security, he was sending a
key signal of intent to exercise regional
dominance and counter any perceived
opposition or threat.””’

The PLA's counterinsurgency operations in
Tibet following the 1959 uprising were the
immediate precursor to the 1962 war.
Findings by the late Chinese historian
Jianglin Li demonstrated that Mao used
bomber planes gifted to him by Stalin to
bomb Tibetan monasteries in the period

1956-62, and gained experience in
suppressing uprisings in Qinghai and
Gansu in 1958 before suppressing the
uprising in Lhasa in 1959. This
disproportionate use of force was regarded
as an opportunity to train the PLA and
Chinese Air Force in high altitude warfare,
essential in order to build up battle-ready
military forces on the Tibetan plateau in
advance of 1962. According to a classified
Chinese military document unearthed by
Jianglin Li, more than 456,000 Tibetans
were “annihilated” from 1956 to 1962.'78
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2.7 CHINA'S STRATEGIC THREAT TO INDIA IN BHUTAN

Robert Barnett, a Tibet expert at SOAS in London '7°
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“A strategy that is more provocative than anything China has done on its land
borders in the past. The settlement of an entire area within another country goes
far beyond the forward patrolling and occasional road-building that led to war with
India in 1962, military clashes in 1967 and 1987, and the deaths of 24 Chinese and
Indian soldiers in 2020. In addition, it openly violates the terms of China’s founding
treaty with Bhutan. It also ignores decades of protests to Beijing by the Bhutanese
about far smaller infractions elsewhere on the borders. By mirroring in the
Himalayas the provocative tactics it has used in the South China Sea, Beijing is
risking its relations with its neighbours, whose needs and interests it has always
claimed to respect, and jeopardizing its reputation worldwide.”
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Shaded areas from left: Western sector (Haa dzongkhag/Yadong county); Kula Khari (Gasa dzongkhag), ceded by
Bhutan to China in the 1980s; Beyul and Menchuma (Lhuentse dzong/Lhodrag county) in the north-eastern
sector; Sakteng (Trashigang and Samdrub Jongkhar dzongkhags) in the eastern sector. Source: Foreign Policy/

Robert Barnett 2021



China has constructed new settlements,
roads and military facilities in the
Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan, a threat to
Bhutan'’s historic ally and neighbour, India.
To construct these villages, China has
annexed approximately 825 sq kms of land
that was formerly within Bhutan,
constituting just over 2% of Bhutan’s
territory, according to Robert Barnett and
his research team, who were the first to
identify the developments.' Bhutan is
strategically important to both China and
India, and the new developments appear to
be part of Beijing's pressure tactics to make
Bhutan give up a strategic area in the West
of the country in the context of a
longstanding border dispute.

Satellite images from neighbouring Bhutan
published in December 2023 showed a new
Chinese settlement in the Jakarlung Valley
under construction and an extensive road
network built by the Chinese in the area.™’
China has constructed a network of roads,
buildings, and military outposts deep in a
sacred valley in Bhutan since 2015, giving
the Chinese de facto control over the
Menchuma Valley, with Bhutanese herders
and Royal Bhutanese Army patrols
apparently denied access. China's People’s
Liberation Army troops are believed to be
stationed in or near the settlements in both
areas, and Tibetans are being pressured to
move there.'® This new Chinese settlement,
which had gone unnoticed for years, came
about even though the ‘hidden valley’
(Beyul) Khenpajong is an area of great
significance for the Bhutanese, both
historically and for religious reasons. The
royal family traces its ancestral heritage to
the mountainous region.

In April 2020 the then Communist Party

boss of the TAR Wu Yingjie visited a new
border settlement, (Gyalaphung in Tibetan,
Jieluobu in Chinese) to mark China'’s
success “in planting settlers, security
personnel, and military infrastructure
within territory internationally and
historically understood to be Bhutanese.” '8
More Chinese settlers are being
encouraged to move to the new villages,
and images reveal residential and official
buildings with prominent images of Xi
Jinping.

Beijing's expansion into northern Bhutan,
which began three decades ago, exposes a
major geographic vulnerability for India, a
key land corridor known as the ‘Chicken
Neck'. Barnett believes that this is part of
China’s pressure tactics to make Bhutan
give up a strategic area in the west of the
country known as the Doklam plateau. In
2017 India and China clashed as China
sought to extend a road into the remote
territory bordering Tibet. “It is possible too
that China has decided it has military
advantage in holding this area not only a
pressure tactic to get India to give up
Doklam, but also as an opportunity for
China to set up military listening posts
south of the Himalayas which will give it an
advantage over India,” Barnett said. 8

It is now possible that the land grab in the
Jakarlung and neighbouring Menchuma
valleys may become permanent Chinese
territory with a new border deal between
the two countries. In October, Tandi Dorji
became the first Bhutanese foreign
minister to travel to Beijing where he met
Chinese Vice President Han Zheng, who
described the long-running border talks as
an ‘historic opportunity’.



A visit in April 2024 to Thimphu by the
exiled head of the Sakya school of Tibetan
Buddhism, Sakya Trinzin, resurrected
traditional ties to Bhutan's roots, even while
“modern Bhutanese nationalism requires it
to be a distance from Tibet”, according to
scholar and historian Tsering Shakya. '8
This followed a visit by India’s PM Modi on
21-22 March (2024)." Historian Claude Arpi
observed: “The visit [by Sakya Trinzin] has
political [as well as cultural and religious]
significance, at a time when the ‘northern
neighbour’ repeatedly intrudes into
Bhutanese territory to bully Thimphu; the

visit of the Indian Prime Minister Modi in
April was probably linked to this,
particularly the fact that Beijing is trying to
force a border agreement on Bhutan.” ¥’

A deal between Thimphu and Beijing would
have serious implications for India. Delhi-
based thinktank the Foundation for Non-
Violent Alternatives said: “This would offset
India’s influence in Bhutan, an aim that
China has largely achieved in Nepal.”'8®

2.8 THE PRO CCP SHUGDEN GROUP AND INDIA

“Dolgyal is very sectarian. He wants to cause disharmony between the Tibetan
Buddhist traditions, the Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya and Gelug. To not make a
connection with the other traditions, to not take teachings from them, is very
sectarian; it brings great disharmony. [...] Buddhism is very logical, very perfect,

and examination of it leads to a deep, clear understanding of the teachings. We are
not asked to accept something on blind faith. We are never told we are not allowed
to ask questions but must just accept what we hear. This is how it can become when

somebody doesn’t have an answer. [...] If we are allowed to check what has been
revealed by the guru, then why not with Dolgyal? [...] Dolgyal is clearly so harmful
to the world, to Buddhism, to the success of Tibet, to His Holiness’s wishes and,

particularly, to Lama Tsonkhapa'’s teaching.”

-Lama Zopa Rinpoche (1945-2023)'%

China has been using Shugden loyalists in
their expansion of influence efforts in India,
seeking to cultivate individuals in Gelugpa
monasteries who may in future be called
upon to endorse a Chinese candidate for
the Dalai Lama. The sect is not believed to
be active in Tawang, Arunachal Pradesh or
in Ladakh. In Ladakh, for example, one of

the highest religious authorities in the area
Rizong Rinpoche, who became Ganden
Tripa, was a strict proponent of giving up
Shugden worship.

Indian sources who follow the issue closely
report that China is supporting Shugden
groups who are in tactical retreat “and
quietly working on building traditional



sympathies with mainstream Gelug
khenpos and senior lamas along regional
lines both within Tibet and in exile.” It is
believed that those regional alliances have
the objective of restoring Shugden and
propitiating its lineages in a post Dalai
Lama scenario, enabling involvement in
installing an imposter candidate.

While pro-Shugden elements may be less
active in India at the moment, there may be
some re-invigoration of their efforts in
Nepal. A temple in the development around
Lumbini where the Buddha was born is
exclusively dedicated to Shugden worship,
the Gaden International European-Austrian
temple, built by the Rabten Foundation.
According to sources in Nepal, another is
planned at Lumbini. Dechen Tulku, a
prominent Shugden supporter who has
been photographed by state media with
the Chinese Panchen Lama, is pressing for
the establishment of a ‘Shugden university’
in Nepal.™®

The Chinese authorities would deny
permission for any lama or group loyal to
the Dalai Lama or the CTA to visit the sacred
Lhamo Lhatso lake in Tibet for traditional
divination regarding a new incarnation. But
it is not inconceivable that they could allow
a team led by lamas affiliated to the
Shugden group aided by other lineage
holders from Tibet or from exile, and to
grant recognition to the process. According
to one academic analysis, the majority of
Tibetan monks being given permission to
travel to India to study are Shugden
devotees.'

Indian analysts note the possibility, even
likelihood, of a Chinese candidate Dalai
Lama emerging from the ranks of Shugden

followers. They also point to the danger of
some exile based senior lineage holders
remaining neutral, which would be helpful
to the Chinese authorities.

Further evidence of the CCP’s strategies to
use Shugden outside China, notably in India
and Nepal, was provided by Lama Tseta,
who had a leading role in the network
before he turned whistleblower. Lama
Tseta, former President of a Shugden
Society in India, said in a video transcript
released in 2015 and an interview with
Reuters that China had paid him and others
to plan and coordinate activities by the
sect’s followers overseas.'?

A senior Indian Interior Ministry official told
Reuters for its 2015 investigation': that
Indian authorities are aware that the
Shugden sect receives funds from China.
“We also keep a close watch on them
because they get funding from China via
Nepal,” said the official, who supervises the
activities of India’s internal security agency,
the Intelligence Bureau, and spoke on
condition of anonymity. Lama Tseta, who
says he received death threats after he
went public with his story,"* named a
network of Chinese contacts in place since
1997 with the Shugden group in India. This
included officials from the UFWD and
Chinese intelligence personnel based in
Lhasa. Lama Tseta gave testimony on the
direct involvement of Shugden community
leaders in the triple murder at the Institute
of Buddhist Dialectics in 1997, saying that
the Dalai Lama was a target of the group.

In July 1996, the 70-year old principal of the
Institute of Buddhist Dialectics monk
Lobsang Gyatso, who was a fierce critic of
those who propitiated Shugden against the



Dalai Lama’s advice, had received a warning
letter. Stamped with the seal of the Dorje
Shugden Charitable and Religious Society, a
group based at Majnu Ka Tilla in Delhi, the
letter read: “It is known to all that the
Shugden Society is in Delhi. We came to
Dharamsala three times. In which nunnery
were you hiding then? [...] Instead of
writing warped compositions, you should
come down to Delhi with courage and meet
us as the louse meets the thumbnails.
However, if your guilty conscience does not
afford you the courage to come down, give
us a date and we will come to you. [...].” "*°In
the early evening of 4 February 1997,
Lobsang Gyatso and his two students, also
monks, Lobsang Ngawang, 25, and
Ngawang Latto, 23, were knifed to death in
a frenzied attack close to the Dalai Lama’s
home and temple in Dharamsala.™®

In the investigation that followed, Indian
police discovered that some of the suspects
were recent arrivals from China,"” and calls
they had made before the attack were
traced by to the Delhi office of the Shugden
Society. Two of the alleged perpetrators,
Lobsang Chodak and Tenzin Chozin, had
arrived in India some years before, and
both were from Chatring (Chinese:
Xiangcheng) in Kardze (Chinese: Ganzi)
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in Sichuan
Province (the Tibetan area of Kham), where
Chodak was apparently known for his
violence against those who opposed the
worship of Dorje Shugden.'®

Former Tibetan Minister and civil servant
Tashi Wangdi became a target of the
Shugden group in India in the late 1990s
when he gave a speech reiterating the Dalai
Lama'’s advice about Dorje Shugden. He
received anonymous threats by individuals

who knew his movements in detail, and at
one point was followed on a night bus to
Dehra Dun by one of the men he later
recognised in a photograph to have been
involved in the killing of Geshe Lobsang
Gyatso and his two monk attendants. With
associates, the same individual was
involved in a knife attack on Kasur
Kundeling Woeser Gyaltsen, who had also
been critical of Shugden worship, on 3 July
1996, according to Tashi Wangdi. '°

As a result, the government of India and
the Himachal Pradesh state authorities
upgraded security arrangements around
the Dalai Lama to the highest level, known
as the Z category. Some Tibetan ministers
in the exile government were also given 24-
hour armed guard protection and a police
escort when they travelled by road. 2%

After this period, the Z category was
dropped and was granted again in
February this year following a recent threat
analysis report by the Intelligence Bureau,
according to Indian media. Previously
managed by the Himachal Pradesh Police
alongside other agencies, the Tibetan
religious leader’s security will now be
overseen by the armed Central Reserve
Police Force (CRPF), providing a more
coordinated and enhanced protection
system in response to updated intelligence
and potential risks. “With the Dalai Lama’s
prominence and the ongoing geopolitical
tensions surrounding Tibet, the
enhancement of his security underscores
the Indian government’s commitment to
safeqguarding the spiritual leader,” stated
India’s official DD News.?"!

All of those alleged to be involved in the
triple killing of Losang Gyatso, Lobsang



Ngawang and Ngawang Latto escaped, and
are believed to be in the PRC. 22 In June
2007, The Times newspaper reported that
at the behest of India, Interpol had issued
the Chinese authorities with a ‘Red Notice’,
a document which notifies member nations
that an individual or individuals are wanted
in another country, asking that Chodak and
Chozin be detained. Beijing did not
respond, and more than two decades on,
no one is known to have faced charges for
the murders.

In Bangladesh, China has made efforts to
foster cultural collaborations involving
followers of Shugden. The Shugden faction
of the Gelugpa sect, senior members of
Buddhist Association of China and China'’s
State Administration of Religious Affairs
(SARA) have made several visits to
Bangladesh and met with senior clergy,

while senior monks are also invited to visit
China. According to Indian analysts, the
efforts to link with Bangladesh is aimed at
providing credence to Shugden elements
who claim to be upholders of the Gelugpa
tradition by linking them with the origins of
Atisha, who was born in Bangladesh and is
credited with the second coming of
Buddhism in Tibet, as the main source of
Gelug discourse.

China has provided financial help and
expertise for conservation of Buddhist
heritage sites in Comilla adjoining Tripura,
with a joint China-Bangladesh excavation
unearthing the Vikarmpur Ruins - the first
time China has collaborated with a country
in the sub continent on an archaeological
excavation. 203

2.9 THE KARMAPA, CHINA AND INDIA

China's tactics in controlling religious figures
is also an indication of China’s failure to
secure the allegiance of some senior
reincarnate lamas in Tibet in recent years.
The 17th Karmapa, who was being groomed
by the Chinese as a ‘patriotic’ figurehead,
escaped from Tibet in 1999, and is now
living in exile. He was based at a monastery
in India near the Dalai Lama, where he faced
significant restrictions and as a result is now
at an undisclosed location in the West.

There has been some acknowledgement
from Delhi that the government of India
mishandled the issue, and steps taken to
address what caused him to leave India,
with most restrictions lifted, according to

Indian officials. After a moving meeting with
the Dalai Lama in August 2024, the first time
the two religious leaders had met in seven
years, the Karmapa urged Tibetans to focus
on the greater good of Tibet, regardless of
regional affiliations, religious
denominations, or differing viewpoints. “We
must remain vigilant not to mistake gold for
copper or to devalue sandalwood as if it
were common ash,” he said following the
meeting in Zurich. “Most importantly, we
must remember that we are blessed with a
lama who is like a wish-fulfilling jewel. I urge
everyone to work with unwavering
determination for the preservation of the
Dharma and the welfare of the Tibetan
people.”?%4



On 28 December 1999, 14 year old Ogyen
Trinley Dorje, who had been recognised by
the Dalai Lama and accepted by the
Chinese Communist Party as the 17th
Karmapa, escaped from his monastery in
Tibet in the middle of the night. He had told
monastery management that he was not to
be disturbed as he was on retreat. Wearing
a baseball cap and trousers, he jumped into
a waiting SUV where with trusted aides he
made an escape, evading army and police,
via Mustang on the Nepal-Tibet border,
helicopter airlift to Kathmandu, and finally
entering India through the Raxaul border to
arrive in Dharamsala on 5 January 2000.

Despite the pressures from the Chinese
authorities for the Karmapa to serve the
CCP by undermining the Dalai Lama, even
as a young teenager in the PRC he had
managed to avoid denouncing the Dalai
Lama.

China was humiliated by his escape, and
did not openly condemn the Karmapa after
his departure, saying that he had merely
left to collect the Karmapa's ritual ‘black hat’
(which is at Rumtek in Sikkim).2%> They
launched an investigation at the Karmapa'’s
monastery in Tsurphu, and erected a 22
kilometer long barbed wire fence at the
4600 metre high border between Tibet and
Mustang, ending cross border and nomadic
trade.

The young Karmapa, leader of the Karma
Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism, was
given a home at the Gyuto Tantric
(Gelugpa) monastery in Sidhpur, a short
journey from McLeod Ganj where the Dalai
Lama is based. He became an
accomplished scholar, artist, teacher and
important figure for younger generation

Tibetans at his regular audiences while in
Dharamsala. It was widely believed that the
Karmapa could eventually succeed the
Dalai Lama as a central figurehead of
Tibetan Buddhism and by extension
Tibetan communities around the world, but
circumstances did not provide an
environment in which he could flourish. He
acknowledged this openly in a statement
posted on his YouTube channel in 2018, in
which he spoke about his childhood in
Tibet, lack of access to religious teachers
and limited freedoms in India, and how he
“did not have any basis to say I'm the
reincarnation of any great lama [...] and no
matter how much effort | make, it [..] never
reaches a level where it's sufficient.” 206

The Karmapa faced restrictions on his
movement, travel, and access to his
teachers in India. He was not allowed to
visit the Karmapa's seat in exile, Rumtek
monastery in Sikkim. Suspicion had spread
after unfounded allegations that the
Karmapa was a Chinese spy were circulated
by Indian intelligence, and controversy was
created around a rival ‘claimant’, a Tibetan
called Trinley Thaye Dorje.?%”

Traditionally the successive reincarnations
of Shamar Rinpoche, Jamgon Kongtrul
Rinpoche, Tai Situ Rinpoche and Gyaltsab
Rinpoche have played an important role in
confirming the identity of the Karmapas. In
1992, after Ogyen Trinley Dorje was located
and recognised, the search committee
requested that the Dalai Lama bestow his
endorsement, which he did. But some
afterwards a split began to form in the
Karma Kagyu leadership. Tai Situ Rinpoche
recognized Ogyen Trinley Dorje as the 17th
Karmapa, supported by the Dalai Lama,
while Shamar Rinpoche chose Trinley Thaye



The 17th Karmapa Ogyen Thrinley Dorje met the Dalai Lama again in Zurich on 25 August 2024, when the Dalai
Lama was on his way back to India from medical treatment in the U.S. In his statement about the meeting, the
Karmapa said: “Recently, when | had the good fortune to once again see His Holiness the Dalai Lama in Zurich,
Switzerland, and hear his nectar-like voice, | felt a mixture of joy and sadness. It was different than when | usually
see him in videos or the like. Seeing his face in person, he seemed to have aged significantly, and even hearing
him speak, his voice has grown weak. It was so different from how he used to be that | could hardly bear it. His
Holiness has used all the strength of his body, speech, and mind for our sake, and when | saw him so physically
frail, it was as if the feelings of sorrow and gratitude that filled me were competing with each other. Given his
physical condition and seeming exhaustion, | did not say much but expressed how there is nothing greater that
he could do for Buddhism and sentient beings than to live long. | wrote down the other matters | wished to share
with him and offered them to him. He spent ten minutes reading them carefully and then spoke about the
predictions that he would live to the age of 110, about how his main wish was to go on pilgrimage to Wutai Shan
in China, and the importance of preserving, protecting, and spreading the complete teachings of the Foundation
vehicle, Mahayana, and tantra, which are like a unique jewel found only in Tibet.” Image posted on the Karmapa's
official website and social media.



Dorje. (Tai Situ Rinpoche, who is based at
Sherabling monastery in Himachal Pradesh,
also came under the suspicion of the Indian
government. But his presence beside the
Dalai Lama at the Global Buddhist Summit
in Delhi in April 2023, also attended by PM
Modi, appeared to signal that this was no
longer the case. Tai Situ Rinpoche has also
travelled to Ladakh and Arunachal
Pradesh).

In 2011, the Karmapa's residence at Gyuto
monastery was raided by Himachal Pradesh
police, foreign currency (given as offerings)
was seized and one of the Karmapa’s monk
attendants was beaten in custody. 28

The biggest winner in the controversy,
according to a prominent Indian journalist
Shishir Gupta, was Trinley Thaye Dorje and
his backers, said to be propped up by a
section of the Indian internal security
establishment.?* It was not until 24 April
2012 that the Himachal Pradesh police
dropped all criminal charges, and the case
is now closed.

As a result of these pressures, when the
Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje was allowed
to travel,?'° he stayed for lengthy periods
giving teachings in the U.S. 2" and Europe,
and in 2018 he acquired a passport from
the Commonwealth of Dominica, a
Caribbean island, given his absence of
status in India. He has now been away from
India since 2017. (He is not the only
Tibetan to have looked elsewhere for
citizenship in terms of ease of travel. A
number of high-ranking Tibetan monks and
CTA officials travel on documents such as
foreign passports other than the identity
card issued by the Indian government.)

In 2024 the controversy over the Indian

accusations and their outcome spilled over
into the Sikkim elections, when Chief
Minister Prem Singh Tamang accused the
former Sikkim Democratic Front (SDF)
government for branding the Karmapa a
Chinese agent, citing his own party’s support
for the Karmapa by including his name in
their manifesto. In his re-election campaign,
Chief Minister Tamang pledged to seek the
return of the 17th Karmapa to his exile seat
at Rumtek monastery, Sikkim. 2'2

India is believed to have made efforts to
woo the Karmapa back, 2! but their
previous treatment of him raises the
possibility that in the current heightened
political environment China will make
further overtures to him to return home to
Tibet.

In 2018, Ogyen Trinley Dorje and Trinley
Thaye Dorje met for the first time and
issued a statement to encourage their
spiritual communities to heal the division
and join in efforts to help preserve the
Karma Kagyu tradition. They wrote: “We
therefore ask everyone within the Karma
Kagyu community to join us in our efforts
to strengthen and preserve our lineage. We
view it as our collective responsibility to
restore harmony to our tradition which is a
lineage of wisdom and compassion.”'4

A year before, Trinley Thaye Dorje had
announced his intention to disrobe and
marry a childhood friend. 25

In 2020, Ogyen Trinley Dorje and Trinley
Thaye Dorje jointly announced they would
work together to find the next incarnation
of the Shamar Rinpoche, followed by a
statement made on 4 December 2023 that
they would recognize the 15th Shamar
Rinpoche together, as well as oversee his



education, empowerments and
instructions. 2'® The statement also asked
students of the Karma Kagyu to regret their
past actions, and resolve to never split into
factions again.

In exile now from India as well as Tibet, the
Karmapa continues to be active giving
online teachings. It is not known whether
he will attend the gathering of religious
leaders in India in July to discuss the future
of the Dalai Lama institution; he was a
notable absentee from a gathering of
Tibetan religious leaders from different
Buddhist schools in India in 2019 to discuss
the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation.

Of the high-ranking religious leaders of his
generation, the 17th Karmapa, Ogyen
Trinley Dorje, is the only one to have been
born in Tibet, to have been enthroned there
and lived there for the first 15 years of his
life, so his words have a particular weight.
In a statement to the 2019 gathering in
absentia, he cautioned against “vehemently
rejecting” China’s policies on reincarnation
without presenting alternatives, saying: “It
is important for us to analyze China’s policy
on the reincarnation and its repercussions,
and our response cannot be limited to
vehemently rejecting it. If we can firmly
propose a credible approach and method, |
think that will impress others and give
ourselves some peace of mind.”"’

The statement also warned about the
dangers of more than one incarnation of a
lama, which he says “leads to an
unmanageable profusion of controversies
between them”. “As His Holiness the Dalai
Lama is like the heart and soul of all
Tibetans, it is of supreme importance,
whether for this or future lives, for us

collectively or as individuals, that the
recognition of his reincarnation be beyond
the slightest doubt,” the Karmapa writes.
“As there might be those, both inside and
out, who lack the slightest concern for the
morale of their people, for the lama or the
teachings, and are determined to seek their
own interests even in the matter of
recognising a reincarnation, it is imperative
that His Holiness give clear guidance while
he is still with us, like the proverb of
building a dam before the floodwaters rise,
all Tibetans with devotion for our religion
must beseech him to do so in his great
wisdom.”

The Karmapa urged a process of clarity and
transparency, avoiding ‘secret’
transmissions that could be questioned
later: “While there are many ways of
recognising a reincarnation, the most
reliable is having clear recollection of the
previous life and fulfilling the prophecies of
the predecessor. If a reincarnation were
recognised according to a pure declaration
of foresight by His Holiness, | think this
would render the use of other methods,
like dough balls and golden urns,
unnecessary, and command universal
credence.

“Historically, some great masters followed
the practice of entrusting sealed
instructions for the recognition of their
reincarnation to a qualified disciple, but
since the recognition of the Dalai Lama is
such a heavy and complex responsibility,
this would be too difficult for any individual,
no matter how learned or capable, to bear.
Secretly transmitted instructions are open
to unfounded doubts and suspicions being
raised, and since some general comments
have been made public, especially media



reports that the Dalai Lama has said he will
not be reincarnated, that he will be reborn
[only] in a free country, that he might be
reborn as a woman and so on, | think if
there is no definitive statement, we will be
in an impossible position, and
unscrupulous people will use these to make
all kinds of mischief.”

The Karmapa recommended setting up a
working group to ensure coordination and
cooperation, saying: “While the main
responsibility for conducting the
recognition process of course lies with the
Ganden Potrang Labrang, but as His
Holiness the Dalai Lama is not just the lama
of a single Labrang, a single religious
school or a single country, but the supreme
head of Tibetan Buddhism and the spiritual
leader of the entire Tibetan people, the
support and cooperation of the leading
lamas of the great Tibetan religious
schools, including Yungdrung Bon, and the
Tibetan peoples representatives in the CTA,
is indispensable, and without clear
statements from them of support and
involvement in the process of finding his
reincarnation, there is bound to be trouble.
In this regard, matters such as the need to
constitute a special working group for the
purpose of identifying a reincarnation and
so on should be examined with the insight
of unconditioned wisdom.”

Finally, he makes an appeal for teachers of
a future reincarnation to be identified now
and to receive necessary instruction by the
Dalai Lama, to avoid possible problems
during a long interregnum: “In essence,
these are fast-changing times, possible
eventualities cannot be foreseen, and even
if an indubitable reincarnation appears,
many exceptional individuals great in

understanding, great in insight, great in
impartiality and great in learning will be
needed to serve him. His tutors, qualified
Geshes from the Three Great Seats and so
on, should ideally be groomed by the
present Dalai Lama now, and just as the
14th Dalai Lama serves as the patron of all
Tibetan religious traditions without
distinction, if his reincarnation likewise
follows the practice of taking teachings,
transmissions and empowerments from
qualified masters of all Tibetan religious
traditions it will surely give succour to the
teachings and living beings.”



5.NEPAL: THE GIFT OF A
UNICORN RHINO AND
BIRTHPLACE OF THE

BUDDHA

Overview

Nepal has a long history of political,
economic and religious relations with the
Tibetan people and Tibetan Buddhism is
central to the Nepalese cultural landscape.

But the Nepalese government has made a
decisive pivot to China over the last two
decades. Since the mid-90s, Kathmandu
has de-legitimized the status of a dwindling
Tibetan population and under the previous
King, closed down the office of the Dalai
Lama'’s representative. China has also
largely succeeded in closing down the
gateway into exile via Nepal from 2008
onwards. However while this may have
served more narrow political interests of
the government in power, the country’s
interests are not always aligned with
Beijing’s.

A joint communiqué by Nepal and China
made in Beijing on 23 September 2023
stated: “The Nepali side reiterated that
Tibet affairs are China’s internal affairs, that

it will never allow any separatist activities
against China on Nepal's soil.” The
implications of this official position are
complex. While China has successfully
managed to project and superimpose its
representations of Tibetans as a threat to
Beijing’s sovereignty and territorial claims
beyond PRC borders on the Nepalese
government and civil society, what
constitutes ‘anti China’ or ‘separatist’
activities remains opaque. This allows
Nepal some space for manoeuvre.

Nevertheless China's expansive
engagement in every sphere of Nepalese
politics, cultural life and civil society has
rendered the Tibetan population
increasingly vulnerable. Beijing has
expanded the scope and reach of its
securitization policies to Nepalese police
who are often trained by Chinese People’s
Armed Police, which has neutralized
Tibetans’ peaceful protests against Chinese
oppression in Nepal. China's influence is



reflected in ways that may be less
immediately noticeable such as the absence
of Tibetan flags or other indicators of
separate Tibetan identity in culturally
significant locations such as Boudhanath
stupa in central Kathmandu. A few days
before Xi Jinping arrived in Kathmandu in
2019, a 14-year old Nepalese schoolgirl was
detained for two days for wearing a tee shirt
with the slogan ‘Free Tibet'.

Tibetans in border areas of Nepal also come
under pressure, saying that they are urged
not to display images of the Dalai Lama by
Chinese security forces.

China's influence efforts are compounded
by the internal and historic struggles of
ethnicities of Tibetan Buddhist origin
against state sponsored discriminatory
policies and practices on the basis of
religon. Powerful Hindu rulers subsumed
Buddhism as a form of the dominant
Hinduism rather than allowing it a separate
identity, and many ethnicities in Nepal
eventually adopted this religion and were
integrated into the caste system in order to
access social and economic resources.

Although the Tibetan community in Nepal
(which has shrunk to around 9,000) is
demoralized and disadvantaged, Tibetan
religious leaders with a strong international
profile now have a powerful presence and
are attracting people from all over the world
to their monasteries in the Kathmandu
valley. They are also highly engaged in
interactions between Dharamsala and
Himalayan Buddhists, while many Chinese
Buddhists come to Nepal to experience
authentic, as opposed to Sinicized, religious
teachings.

China seeks to insert itself into the revival of
cultural heritage, for instance at the
Buddha's birthplace Lumbini and Buddhism
as an integral part of BRI, laying the
groundwork for asserting its legitimacy over
the next Dalai Lama with neighbouring
countries such as Nepal. Although India has
not signed up to BRI, Nepal has done so
(although it says it has not yet implemented
projects under the BRI). Nepal has also
taken a step further in endorsing the ‘One
China position’ that not only recognizes PRC
sovereignty over Tibet but also does not
support Taiwanese independence.

Given Nepal's concessions to China so far
(although it refused a visa to China’s official
Panchen Lama to visit Lumbini in May 2022),
there is a high risk that the Kathmandu
government would not only endorse a
China backed candidate as Dalai Lama in
future, but might also reject Dharamsala’s
authority over the process. Buddhists, who
have traditionally been marginalised in
Nepal, are concerned that while being the
birthplace of the Buddha should be a matter
of national pride, instead little serious effort
has been made to preserve or promote it.

Aware of the close ties with Tibet, and
Nepal's international standing as a global
Buddhist centre and the sacred location of
the Buddha's birthplace, there is concern
among some Nepalese intellectuals and
journalists about the compromises involved
in accommodating China. They privately
raise concern about dangers to their
physical safety if they criticise China or
support Tibet. “We lost the whole asset of
the Tibetan community, and they lost the
ability to negotiate,” said one Nepalese
scholar from a prominent thinktank. '



5.1 CHINA, NEPAL AND THE BRI

When Nepalese Maoist leader Prachanda
visited Beijing in September 2023, he
pledged to gift two one-horned rhinos
(rhinoceros unicornus) to China to mark a
“long-lasting friendship” between the two
countries.?' It was an unfortunate
metaphor. Conservationists despair at the
separation of a rare new-born rhino calf

from its mother, and one of the rhinos is a
replacement for an earlier new-born calf
separated from its mother in the jungle and
flown to China, where it died in 2018.2%

China seeks Nepal's unstinting support for
its security strategies, development
partnership, and implementation of BRI.

The Nepalese government has made a decisive pivot to China over the last two decades. Since the mid-90s,
Kathmandu has de-legitimized the status of a dwindling Tibetan population and under the previous King, closed
down the office of the Dalai Lama’s representative. Nepalese police also shut down a wave of protests that
occurred after China’s crackdown on Tibet from 2008 onwards. A police presence like this one at a protest at
Boudhanath Stupa in Kathmandu became routine. Image shared by a Tibetan photographer.



It has announced that it will build a Trans-
Himalayan Multi-Dimensional Connectivity
Network with Nepal, involving railways and
communications links, as part of the BRI.
Nonetheless there are signs that China may
have overplayed its hand in Nepal and is
facing Nepalese concern and
disillusionment over a growing trade deficit
and the debt trap situation witnessed in
countries such as Sri Lanka with the
financing of BRI projects. !

A five-day visit by Tibet's top leader Wang
Junzheng to Kathmandu in November 2023
reflected China’s objectives of accelerating
BRI implementation in Nepal and making
progress on infrastructure and development
projects, following Xi Jinping’s 2019 visit. In
his meetings with President Ramchandra
Paudel and Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal
Dahal (Prachanda), Wang Junzheng
emphasised that Xi's “historic” visit had
“elevated” the bilateral relationship to a
‘Strategic Partnership of Cooperation’.??
Even so, no agreements for
implementation have been signed under
BRI, seven years after Nepal signed a
memorandum of understanding on Xi
Jinping's flagship global project on 12 May
2017. And the Nepalese government says
that not one project under BRI has been
executed in Nepal. 23

A joint statement released after
Prachanda’s visit to Beijing in September
expressed both governments “commitment
to accelerate the consultations to finalize
the text on the BRI Implementation Plan at
an early date”. President Trump’s funding
freeze on U.S. support overseas from
February 2025 strengthens China’'s hand
further in the region. The American multi-
million dollar grant awarding fund the

Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCQC)
played an important role funding Nepalese
infrastructure, balancing China’s
investment (it renewed funding of $50
million on 3 January 2025.) 22 But a few
weeks later, it became clear that the
funding freeze imperils U.S. presence in
Nepal, heightening the vulnerability of
Tibetans and other communities across the
Himalayas. %%

Wang Junzheng has emphasised trans-
Himalayan cooperation, referring in
particular to an intended new air route
between Sichuan’s provincial capital
Chengdu and Nepal's second city Pokhara.
Pokhara is a key destination on the tourist
circuit, known as the gateway to the
popular Anapurna Himalayan circuit, and is
home to a large community of Tibetans. It
has long been Nepal - and China'’s -
ambition to develop this new tourist route
to open up the lake city to Chinese and
international tourists. But the construction
of Pokhara International Airport has
highlighted the dangers of countries falling
into debt traps by adopting China’s
imposed infrastructure model. It has also
led to diplomatic fallout with India, and
challenged the US position in the region.??

Contrary to China’s claims, the Nepalese
government has said that the new Pokhara
International Airport is not a flagship
project of the BRI. Ambassador to Nepal
Chen Song posted on his X/Twitter account
on 21 June 2023 that the new Chengdu-
Pokhara route “marks a new achievement
for the trans-Himalayan multi-dimensional
connectivity network between China and
Nepal, which is a priority cooperation field
between China and Nepal under the BRI
initiative."?
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In response, Ambassador Vijay Kant Karma, Pokhara airport was built to a Chinese
who formerly served as Nepal’s design, with construction company China
Ambassador to Denmark and is one of CAMC Engineering, an arm of a state-
Nepal's most prominent critics of China’s owned conglomerate, importing building
influence and engagement operations in materials and earth-moving machinery
Nepal, posted: “Surprised to see your from China. Security and industrial
statement on Pokhara Airport. Please technology made in China equip the
renegotiate with Nepal govt if you wanted airport, with China’s Ambassador to Nepal
to put loan agreement of Pokhara Airport. Chen Song saying it “embodied the quality
Don't declare unilaterally. Nepal and China of Chinese engineering.”

yet not signed BRI project framework

agreement.” 28 But an investigation by the New York Times

found that China CAMC Engineering had
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The Boudhanath area of Kathmandu is heavily surveilled with cameras overlooking Tibetan Buddhists
circumambulating the famous stupa. Image shared by a Tibetan photographer



repeatedly dictated business terms to
maximize profits and protect its interests,
while dismantling Nepali oversight of its
work. The New York Times reported: “This
has left Nepal on the hook for an
international airport, at a significantly
inflated price, without the necessary
passengers to repay loans to its Chinese
lender.” The New York Times investigation
also revealed that Zhu Zhanfeng, the
contractor’s project site manager, had
struck and killed a Nepalese citizen in a car
crash while drunk and bought off his family,
offering them a payment and a coffee shop
at the airport. Zhu's lawyers later accused
the person who had been killed of “hitting
the car” himself. 2%

Nepalese thinktank the Centre for Social
Inclusion and Federalism also points to the
purchase of Chinese aeroplanes, that
“appears to have been motivated by the need
to appease the Chinese and not by Nepal
Airline Corporation’s business plan. The
operating cost of Chinese aeroplanes is
causing the NAC to lose millions every
year."23

The airport’s association with China has

caused fallout with India, which has not
signed up to BRI. So far, no Indian airlines
plan to serve Pokhara. Buddha Air, Nepal's
biggest airline, has yet to grant requests for
a twice-weekly flight from Pokhara to
Varanasi, a city in northern India, before
adding flights to Dehradun and Delhi, but
the Indian government has yet to grant
those requests.

When Modi visited the Buddha'’s birthplace
in Lumbini in May 2023, he did not travel by
air to Pokhara, but instead travelled by
helicopter from the sacred Buddhist site
Kushinagar in Uttar Pradesh.

The Pokhara airport is not the only one of
China’s interventions in Nepal to create
concern. As well as border encroachments
(details and background are summarised
later in this section), Chinese nationals in
Nepal have been involved in wildlife and
gold smuggling, human trafficking, online
fraud and ATM hacking. There have also
been prominent cases of Chinese citizens
arrested for espionage in Nepalese
territory.

5.2 BUDDHISM IN NEPAL AND THE SACRED SITE OF

LUMBINI

“Although Nepal is the birthplace of Lord Buddha, pride of Nepal and a centre of
attention for international Buddhists, no serious effort has been made to preserve
or promote it. In Nepal, the Buddha only remains on the nameplates of travel

agents, airlines and restaurants.”

- Jamyang Dorjee, ‘State of Buddhism under Hindu Kingdom and the emerging democratic secular

government of Nepal' 2*'



“Nepal’s violent but inconclusive revolution brought in a demotic awakening [...]
that the pedagogy of the nation state need not submerge the heartfelt identity of
Himalayan peoples of Tibetan origin and their loyalty to the lamas and thus to a
wider concept of Tibet as the spiritual home. Now, despite a repressive political
scene [...] Nepal’s Tibeto-Himalayan peoples are awaking, discovering new space in
which they can be both Nepali and Gurung or Sherpa or Tharu; both citizens and
Buddhists; inheritors of traditions far older than the Hindu monarchy, going all the
way back to the birthplace of the Buddha, which is in Nepal.”

- Gabriel Lafitte, ‘Lumbini reborn, Nepal reborn, Buddha reborn’, posted on 11 December 2011,
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Buddhism is the dominant religion of the
thinly populated mountain areas of Northern
Nepal, which are inhabited by Sherpa, Lopa,
Manangi, Thakali, Lhomi, Dolpa and Nyimbu,
while ethnic groups living in central Nepal
such as Gurung, Tamang, Magarm Newar,
Yakkha, Thami and Chepang, are also
originally followers of Buddhism, who later
came under the influence of Hinduism. 233
The Kirant tribes, especially the Limbu and
the Rai, and the Jirel, have also adopted
Tibetan Buddhist practices from their
Buddhist neighbours. 24 Even the Hindu
majority follows variants of Hinduism that
incorporate many aspects of Tibetan
Buddhism, particularly in Nepal’s hill and
mountain regions where they often share
deities as well as temples. 2%

Nepal's Sherpa and other communities share
with many other Himalayan peoples a
devotion to the Dalai Lama and Buddhism.
Nepalese people face their own struggles,
against significant economic, social and
political challenges following a decade-long
armed conflict between government forces
and Maoist fighters. Nevertheless, when

Tibetans were still able to escape into
exile through the treacherous Nangpa
Pass, they would often receive
indispensable help from Sherpa
communities. When they arrived, often
exhausted, starving and suffering from
frostbite, in mountain villages they would
be offered shelter and safety in people’s
homes and help with transiting down to
Kathmandu. After a massive earthquake
shook Nepal in April 2015, the Nepalese
Buddhist Federation and other groups
coordinated various relief efforts across
the community, involving many
Himalayan and Tibetan monks and nuns
in active rescue and rebuilding work,
although there was little or no
recognition of their involvement in the
Nepalese (or international) media.>*®

The Shah dynasty in the 11th century saw
the end of the development of Buddhism
as a separate religion. Just as the great
monastic university of Nalanda was being
ransacked and destroyed, Buddhist
institutions were attacked, monks killed
and books burnt. As the Hindu Gurkha



A monastic ceremony to commemorate the Tibetan New Year (Losar) in Kathmandu in 2023.



rose to prominence, Buddhism eventually
merged with Hinduism. %7

After the unification of Nepal, the
government began to ‘integrate’ and
‘Nepalise’ many Buddhists in the northern
border area and pull them into the Hindu
mainstream. One of the reasons for
conversion to Hinduism too was to get
recruited to the British and Indian army as
Gurkhas, where it was compulsory to write
that one's religion is Hindu. This later
changed - Gurungs in the British army
appealed to the British government to
allow them to retain their Buddhist faith,
and this was agreed. Jamyang Dorjee
points to another challenge in the
education system. Most civil servants and
policy makers are products of a state
education that was designed to benefit the
higher Hindu caste with Sanskrit as a
compulsory subject. Under the same
system, monastic education was not
recognised by the state.

It is only in recent years that indigenous
nationalities and non-Hindus are finding
new opportunities to express their Buddhist
identity, for instance with the foundation of
a Himalayan political party, combined with
a revival of Buddhism and a move by many
Nepalese to return to their Buddhist roots.

Today, just as Tibetan scholars played a
vital role in saving the Nalanda tradition,
Tibetan lamas are ensuring the resilience of
Buddhism in Nepal. “Fortunately for Nepal,
many highly respected and realized Tibetan
lamas have made Nepal their base,” says
Jamyang Dorjee, a Tibetan scholar and
calligrapher who has studied the history of
Buddhism in Nepal. 2®Many heads of the
monasteries are Nepalese of indigenous

origin. They have proved to be the binding
force for Buddhists of all schools and
hopefully will continue the role for
sometime. His Holiness the Dalai Lama is
also much respected and the most
important binding force. [...] Even the
Newari community has deep faith and
respect for His Holiness.”

Tibetan lamas play an important role in
bringing together Himalayan Buddhist
communities. In one initiative a few years
ago, Choekyi Nyima Rinpoche, who is based
in Kathmandu and oversees Tibetan
language and study initiatives globally,
organised a pilgrimage. He coordinated
hundreds of Himalayan Buddhists who
travelled in nearly 40 buses to attend a
winter teaching by the Dalai Lama in Bodh
Gaya. The personal transformations
experienced by participants subsequently
extended to their families and
communities, creating far-reaching positive
impacts.

The exodus of Tibetan refugees into Nepal,
which started in large numbers after the
Dalai Lama escaped in 1959, boosted the
ties between Tibetans and Nepalis, and put
Nepal on the global map for Buddhist
practitioners and enthusiasts. As well as
resonating with the many tourists who visit
Nepal each year, the establishment of
Buddhist monasteries presented an
opportunity for many Nepalis to explore
the religious and cultural heritage they
share with Tibetans.

In late 2011, Himalayan Buddhists gathered
for a conference on the Nepali plains at
Lumbini, birthplace of the historic Buddha
in the fifth century, Siddhartha Gautama. In
a first for the multilingual Tibetan Buddhist



A monastic ceremony to mark the Tibetan New Year (Losar) at a Kathmandu monastery. The fire burns away
obstacles in a symbolic offering for the year to come.



Nepali communities, the conference
featured simultaneous translation in three
languages, 17 members of Nepal's
parliament, the Constituent assembly
attended and the Deputy Prime Minister,
Vijay Kumar Gacchadhar, was the chief
guest. The conference created a renewed
sense of “heartfelt identity” among
Himalayan peoples, wrote Tibetologist
Gabriel Lafitte in 2011 after a visit to Nepal,
“and their loyalty to the lamas and thus to a
wider concept of Tibet as the spiritual
home. The Himalayan renaissance has
provided the brightest young people
growing up in the mountains new ways of
becoming modern, educated and
successful. Instead of becoming traders or
tourist guides, they become monks,
teachers and community leaders able to
connect lowland to highland, development
to continuity.” 2*°

China aims to pressure Nepal to create a
narrative around the Buddha’s birthplace in
Lumbini that can draw some of the
estimated 4 million tourists?*° who visit the
Mahabodhi temple in Bodh Gaya across the
border each year. Their aim is to displace
the sacred site in India where the Buddha
was enlightened (and where the Dalai Lama
taught almost every winter until the COVID
pandemic) in the imagination of Buddhists.

China has sought to influence and establish
themselves in Lumbini through offering
development funding, notably through the
quasi-governmental organisation the Asia
Pacific Exchange and Cooperation
Foundation (APECF) headed by Xiao Wunan.

Xiao Wunan proposed a $3 billion cash
injection to build temples, an airport, a
highway, hotels, convention centres and a

Buddhist university to educate and train
young monks - an education they intend to
be a lever of political influence in a
symbolically important area on India’s
border. Maoist leader Prachanda, former
Prime Minister of Nepal, was appointed
Vice Chairman.?*' In 2013, the Buddhist
Association of China became involved with
the project. Its figurehead vice-president is
the Chinese-installed Panchen Lama
Gyaltsen Norbu.

The APECF's project did not happen and has
been in limbo ever since, although China
continues to canvas support for the
development of Lumbini, seeking to co-opt
Nepalese politicians and involve investment
from Chinese multinational corporations.

The Lumbini Buddhist University has forged
close ties with China. Together with the
Beijing Language and Culture University,
the university jointly inaugurated the China
Institute of Nepal at the Prime Minister’s
residence on 30 December 2024.24

New Delhi has responded by proposing a
greater involvement in Lumbini, including a
peace centre, and announced intentions to
develop the Buddhist pilgrimage site of
Kushinagar in Uttar Pradesh, close to the
Nepalese border.

When Prime Minister Modi became the first
Indian Prime Minister to visit Lumbini in
Nepal on 16 May 2022, ** he avoided using
the closest airport, built by a Chinese
construction company, and instead arrived
by helicopter from Kushinagar. As with
Pokhara airport, Chinese companies were
heavily involved in construction of the
Gautam Buddha (Bhairahawa) International
Airport. While funded jointly by the



Nepalese government and Asian
Development Bank, the airport was
constructed by the Northwest Civil Aviation
Airport Construction Group of China. A
dispute between the Chinese contractor
and the Nepali sub-contractor resulted in a
long delay in completion.

Modi was accompanied by the Nepalese
Prime Minister, Bahadur Deuba, to attend
the 2566th Buddha Jayanti (Buddha's
birthday) celebrations at the International
Convention Centre and Meditation Hall at
Lumbini. The visit was carefully calibrated
to send a strong signal to the Chinese
government as well as to Buddhists across
the region. 24

Even so, it is likely that the Chinese
authorities will press for a future symbolic
visit by Gyaltsen Norbu at a time that does
not coincide with the visits of any Indian
dignitaries, particularly given links
cultivated by the Buddhist Association of
China in the potential development of
Lumbini.

Several prominent Nepalese scholars and
Tibetan lamas based in Nepal interviewed
for this report expressed their concern over
neglect of Lumbini by the Nepalese
authorities over the years, and said that it is
in Nepal's interests as well as Buddhists to
do much more to promote and strengthen
its Buddhist heritage. “If you walk around
you don't see many traces of Buddhism,
including in Lumbini. First of all get the
Buddhist community back to Nepal. Nepal
should be a mecca for Buddhism,"” said a
Nepalese scholar from a thinktank in
Kathmandu. The scholar also advised that
the Dalai Lama and India should help to
influence the development of Lumbini,

strengthening the primacy of Buddhism in
Nepal as a first step.?** “That can not only
create a love for Buddhism but also the
next step, strengthen the cause of Tibet
and Tibetans, before creating a global
canvas and welcoming the world to
Lumbini.”

Of the nearly 170,000 Chinese travellers
who visited Nepal in 2019, 21,269 visited
Lumbini. “The Chinese are increasingly
coming to Nepal to learn yoga and
meditation,” a Nepalese tour guide
observed. “Chinese travellers think Nepal is
beautiful and mysterious, and its people
are happy."4

“The growth in this sort of religious tourism
is consistent with Beijing's push towards a
people-to-people approach built on shared
heritages,” says Nepalese author Amish Raj
Mulmi. “Buddhism is but one of the
instruments of its soft-power focus, even as
Beijing seeks to wean the religion away
from the Tibetan variety led by the Dalai
Lama.”



3.3 AN UNSPOKEN COLLUSION’: NEPAL'S COMPLEX

COOPERATION WITH CHINA

Nepal has moved from supporting the ‘One
China policy’ (like most countries worldwide)
to endorsing the ‘one China principle’in
which the Kathmandu government affirms
that the PRC is the sole government
representing the whole of China. This goes
further than most countries worldwide that
accept the ‘One China policy’ - for instance
the U.S. does not recognise Taiwan as part
of the PRC, but acknowledges that the PRC
holds the position that Taiwan is part of the
PRC. The Nepalese government also asserts
that it does not support Taiwanese
independence. 2

A joint communiqué by Nepal and China
made in Beijing on 23 September 2023 also
stated: “The Nepali side reiterated that
Tibet affairs are China's internal affairs, that
it will never allow any separatist activities
against China on Nepal's soil.” The
implications of this official position are
complex. While China has successfully
managed to project and superimpose its
representations of Tibetans as a threat to
Beijing's sovereignty and territorial claims
beyond PRC borders on the Nepalese
government and civil society, what
constitutes ‘anti China’ or ‘separatist’
activities remains opaque. This allows
Nepal some space for manoeuvre, as its
interests are not always aligned with
Beijing’s.

Nevertheless China's expansive
engagement in every sphere of Nepalese
politics, cultural life and civil society means
that even Nepalese scholars feel

vulnerable. Several interviewed for this
report preferred to be anonymous for this
reason, with one scholar saying: “There’s no
doubt that Nepalese in the public domain
feel wary, frightened even, of being critical
of China. There are layers of fear. When you
have a law that says there is only one
China, you can't talk about Tibet legally. If |
confronted China on a specific issue, raised
difficult questions, then | can be taken and
no one could protect me. There is an
unspoken collusion.” The same scholar
added: “China doesn't use diplomacy, it
uses threats and coercion. In every Ministry,
there is infiltration [by Chinese and their
proxies.] They also have their presence in
the military bureaucracy. China has access
everywhere now.”

A few days prior to Xi Jinping’s arrival in
Kathmandu on 12 October 2019, a 14-year-
old Nepali schoolgirl wearing a tee shirt
with the slogan “Free Tibet” was called in
for questioning to the Boudha police
station and held for two days in custody in
Kathmandu. Deputy Superintendent
Ramesh Bahadur Singh of the Boudha
Police Station told Nepalese media: “The
dress worn by the girl was an indicator of
being against the Chinese government
during the Chinese president’s two-day visit
in Nepal.” 248

The police also arrested and held for 12
hours a 65-year-old woman from a village
in Mustang on the day of Xi's arrival
because she was carrying a bag with
Tibetan lettering. Two Tibetan shopkeepers



Monastery in the Swayambhu area of Kathmandu. Although the Tibetan community is demoralised and
disadvantaged, Tibetan religious leaders with a strong international profile now have a powerful presence in
Nepal and attract Buddhists from all over the world.




were detained because their merchandise
included items with Tibetan flags or logos,
which police described as a “threat to
security”. Police were stationed outside
almost all of the monasteries in the
Kathmandu valley for the duration of Xi's
visit. 249

With the timing of his visit in October 2019
coinciding with democracy protests in Hong
Kong, Xi chose to make a graphic threat
while still in Kathmandu that any attempt to
split China would result in “crushed bodies
and shattered bones.” While this was taken
clearly as a reference to Hong Kong
protesters, Nepalese analysts noted that his
comments demonstrated no anticipation of
pushback from his Kathmandu hosts.

A joint statement by Nepal and China
issued after Xi's visit reflects Beijing's
strategic imperative to maintain and
enforce border control and to crush any
opposition or even criticism of China’s
policies in Nepal as well as inside Tibet.
China’s engagement on Tibetan issues in
Nepal was stepped up in Beijing’s 2008
Olympic year, when exposure to
international scrutiny intensified and the
Tibetan plateau erupted with
demonstrations. Since then, Nepal has
become a part of China’s strategic
imperative to maintain and enforce political
‘stability” in Tibet.

China demands that all governments with
whom it has relations commit to a ‘one
China policy,” and it sees any assertion by
Tibetans of their unique identity as a threat
to its sovereignty and territorial integrity. In
Nepal's case, China has sought to stipulate
the form of this commitment. Since 2008,
China-Nepal interaction has been

characterized by Chinese financial or other
support given in return for Nepal's pledge
to condemn, prevent or physically quash
‘anti-China’ activities on Nepali soil. But
what constitutes ‘anti-China’ activity has
never been defined - by either China or
Nepal - leaving the term dangerously open
to interpretation. So-called ‘Free Tibet’
activities - a phrase employed by both
Chinese and Nepali officials to refer to
protests, gatherings and events that have
an overtly political tone - are assumed to
be within the ‘anti-China’ category. But
repression of Tibetans in Nepal since 2008
has gone beyond the political to include
many aspects of Tibetans’ cultural,
religious, social, civil and economic lives.

The Dalai Lama escaped across the
Himalayan passes in 1959 to safety in India,
and until a few years ago, several thousand
Tibetans a year made the same perilous
journey into exile on foot, arriving through
the gateway of neighbouring Nepal. China
has now effectively closed this route into
exile - intensified security and surveillance
in border areas since the crackdown
following protests across Tibet in 2008 led
to a dramatic fall in Tibetans making the
crossing. According to CTA officials, in 2021,
only four Tibetans arrived in Dharamshala
with 10 ‘new arrivals’ in 2022 and 15 in
2023.2%°

Figures cited by Nepalese immigration
officials demonstrated a drop from 1,248
Tibetans in 2010 to 85 applications for an
exit permit to India (showing transit via
Nepal) in 2015. Department of Immigration
(Dol) Director General Kedar Neupane
acknowledged the stricter controls on both
sides of the border, but also revealed how
Nepalese officials often appropriate China’s



language when he said this was due to
“declining fervour over the Dalai Lama” %!
which is far from the case. Tibetans are
instead locked in, passports are almost
impossible to obtain, and the traditional
routes out are shut down.

In 2017, hundreds of Tibetan pilgrims were
compelled by the Chinese authorities to
return to Tibet after travelling to India to
attend a major teaching by the Dalai Lama
in Bodh Gaya. This followed systematic
measures in Tibet to prevent them
travelling out of the country at all, even
though many had spent years obtaining
passports for legal travel. 22

It was the most systematic crackdown so far
linked to a Dalai Lama'’s teaching in exile,
following a trend of increasingly hardline
steps targeting continued devotion to him
within Tibet, while the Chinese authorities
are unable to undermine his high global
profile. Five years earlier, in 2012 the
Chinese authorities launched a major
operation to detain Tibetans attending the
last Kalachakra in Bodh Gaya, ‘disappearing’
many pilgrims for weeks or months on their
return, and holding them for long periods
for ‘re-education’ in military camps and
other facilities. While in July 2014, when the
Dalai Lama conferred another Kalachakra
initiation in Ladakh, India, China described
the religious teachings as an incitement to
‘hatred’ and ‘extremist action’. 23

Since China dropped its stringent zero
COVID policy, there are signs of something
of an uptick in new arrivals, although the
dangers for those making the journey
remain almost insuperable for most
Tibetans. Dram, the border town which
clings to the mountain on the Tibetan side

of the border, across from the Friendship
Bridge, used to be a focus for the Chinese
authorities as a crucial transit place for
Tibetans seeking to flee into exile. Often
Tibetans would obtain permits to travel to
Dram, and would then make their way
across the border by fording rivers and
treacherous gullies. But the Chinese
leadership used the devastation of the
earthquake in April 2015 to progress
political objectives by relocating most of its
population permanently and turning it into
a military garrison town.

Dram (Khasa in Nepalese) was severely
affected by the 7.8-magnitude quake that
struck Nepal and parts of the Tibet
Autonomous Region on 25 April 2015, and
hit by a powerful aftershock two days later
that destroyed 10% of its buildings, causing
cracks or other damage to “all buildings” in
the town, according to a Chinese state
media report. Hasty evacuations of people
from Dram were continued even after the
rebuilding of Dram after the earthquake,
consistent with the Chinese authorities’
political objectives in the area to strengthen
border security and prevent Tibetans
escaping across the mountains into exile
via Dram.

Following the earthquake, the authorities
continued to relocate people from Dram to
another area of Shigatse (Chinese: Rigaze)
prefecture, and according to various official
reports, installed more troops in the
sensitive border town. A Xinhua report on 2
May 2017 confirmed that: “Zham, once the
largest border trade port of Tibet region, is
now an empty town.” An official media
entitled ‘Soldiers work in “empty town™
featured an image of a soldier “playing a
saxophone for his comrades in arms at
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Tibetans at the Boudhanath stupa in Kathmandu, Nepal.



Gedalin frontier checkpoint”, while another
image depicted soldiers sweeping up in
front of shuttered buildings. The same
Xinhua report stated that: “More than 4,250
people were evacuated from Zham four
days after the massive earthquake as its
geological structure was remarkably
changed with possible secondary disasters.
Before the earthquake, Zham port cleared
about 90 percent of land-borne trade
between China and Nepal.” 2#

The Kyirong (Gyirong) land border in
Shigatse, Tibet, connecting with Rasuwa on
the Nepal side, has become the most
significant crossing since China and Nepal
opened it up to international users in 2014
and built access roads. Situated in a lush
green valley, Kyirong has been on a trade
route between Tibet and Nepal for
centuries. The Kathmandu Post reported
that the opening up of this border put the

Pressures at Nepal's border

Two key agreements between Nepal and
China were signed during Xi Jinping’s 2019
visit, on boundary management and
mutual legal assistance. Nepali lawyers
have warned that the latter enables the
signatories to serve subpoenas and collect
evidence and could be used by China to
target, punish and extradite Tibetan
refugees in Nepal. Indra Prasad Aryal,
chairperson of the Human Rights
Organisation of Nepal (HURON), told Nepali
newspaper The Himalayan Times at the
time that the signing of the Treaty indicates
that: “China wants to take Chinese political
and religious dissidents from Nepal and
punish them in their own country. Our

Tatopani-Khasa (Dram) border “in the
shadows”. There were high hopes on the
Nepalese side when the border post re-
opened in May 2019, four years after the
earthquake. But multiple traders testified
to Nepalese journalist Rajesh Khanal that
“Nepal has not been able to make a push to
once again make the Tatopani border a
vibrant trading point, largely because of
China’s focus on the Rasuwagadhi-Kerung
route.”»>

Tibetans also used to escape across the
snow-covered pass the Nangpa-la, where a
17-year old Tibetan nun was shot dead by
border police as she crossed the mountains
in deep snow in 2006. >**Today, the focus
has switched to the western border areas.

government, which has entered a
gentleman’s agreement with [the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees]
to provide safe passage to Tibetan
refugees, needs to tread carefully on the
extradition treaty issue.” %7

The agreement signed in September 2023
between Nepal and China to undertake
joint inspection and management of the
border is the legal culmination of years of
attempts to create joint border control
mechanisms. %8 In December 2017, China
proposed to set up offices of joint security
forces along the Nepal-China border under
the Joint Command Mechanism agreement,



while in 2018 Nepalese media reported that
China would open the Tatopani border only
if Nepal agreed to a joint border security
arrangement. China has long provided
training and resources for Nepal's border
forces, police and army.

Cross-border trade between Nepalis and
Tibetans has existed for centuries, for
example in wool, tea, spices and salt.
Though various Nepali-Tibetan treaties
were signed in the 18th-19th centuries,
these concerned the ownership of often
vaguely-defined territories rather than with
delimiting a precise boundary. After China
annexed Tibet, a border treaty was signed
in 1960 recognising a “traditional
customary line” and creating a joint
boundary commission to demarcate a more
precise border. A final protocol was signed
in January 1964.

But Nepal's border is demarcated by pillars
which are often far apart, which makes it
difficult to delineate the exact boundaries.
Some Indian media sources claim that
China has exploited the lack of clarity by
encroaching into Nepal and occupying at
least 11 areas. *° A Nepalese government
task force despatched to the Humla area of
western Nepal close to the border found
that surveillance activities by Chinese
security forces had restricted religious
activities in Lalungjong on the Nepalese
side of the border, close to Mount Kailash in
Tibet, a sacred site for both Buddhists and
Hindus. Pilgrims frequently pass through
the area. The report also concluded that
China had been limiting grazing by
Nepalese farmers. China was also
attempting to construct a canal and a road
on the Nepalese side of the border. 2¢°

According to copies of the report obtained
by the New York Times and the BBC, the
government mission documented a series
of small border infringements by China.
“Coursing through the report are worries
about China’s grander geopolitical
intentions and fears about upsetting
Nepal's powerful neighbour,” reported the
New York Times. %' Ethnic Tibetans living in
Nepalese villages near the border also told
the reporters that they are pressured not to
display images of the Dalai Lama by
Chinese security forces operating in the
local area.

After the 17th Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje
escaped from Tibet in December 1999,
arriving safely in exile in India, China
erected a 22 kilometer long fence at the
4600 metre high border, which still stands.
It took less than a month to construct the
barbed wire fence at the Kora La border, an
alpine plain that marks the traditional
boundary between Mustang and Tibet,
after the Karmapa's escape made
international headlines and the cover of
Time magazine. Through constructing the
fence, China put a stop to all cross-border
nomadism and trade, until China itself
authorised an annual trade fair at the
border later. 262

The daily lives of inhabitants of the
Himalayan border areas are affected by
shifting China-Nepal relations. Since 2002,
an agreement between the two nations has
issued those who live within 30 km of the
border a border citizens’ card that allows
them to cross over without a passport and
a visa and work in the two countries.?®3
This agreement was built upon earlier
agreements, including the 1961 border
treaty and a 1974 agreement, %4 and the



informal transnational mobility residents of
the region had traditionally practised.

“What essentially is happening on the
northern border is that the Nepali state is
making inroads into these former zones of
exclusion with the direct or indirect
assistance of the Chinese state,” wrote
Amish Raj Mulmi. “The exclusion of the
borderlands from the national narrative of
‘bikas’ [development] has allowed Chinese
aid and provisions of mobility and
employment to be viewed in benevolent
terms by locals. After all, the choices are
few, despite new state-making projects in
these regions. But such dependence on the
north also leaves us vulnerable, and gives
China leverage similar to India’s, especially
in these districts.” 2%

The Nepal-China border starts in the west
with the China-Nepal-India tripoint near the
Tinkar pass, which has been disputed
between Nepal and India for some years. A
controversial map released by China in
2023 (claiming India’s Arunachal Pradesh as
South Tibet, and also almost the entirety of
the South China Sea) also angered Nepal.
The map showed that three areas (Lipulekh,
Kalapani and Limpiyadhura) which it claims
as part of Nepal were marked as part of
India. Kathmandu Metropolitan City mayor
Balendra Shah cancelled a visit to China
stating that China had failed to include the
new map of Nepal. Mayor Shah said, "This
is a wrong step taken by China, ignoring
the sentiments of Nepal and depicting
Nepal's territory as India's." 2¢ Three years
earlier, Nepal had published a new political
map depicting these three areas inside
Nepali borders. 267

These are familiar United Front tactics, to

exploit and exacerbate rifts, in this case a
long-running border dispute between India
and Nepal. After Indian prime minister
Modi’s visit to China in 2015, India and
China had agreed to open a trading post in
Lipulekh, raising objections from Nepal.
The Nepalese parliament objected to the
agreement between India and China to
trade through Lipulekh stating that “it
violates Nepal's sovereign rights over the
disputed territory”. 2¢8 The long-standing
border disputes and an economic blockade
by India in 2015 fueled anti-Indian
sentiment in Nepal. 2

The Nepalese government cautions against
over emphasising tensions, saying in 2019
that Nepal and India have resolved 98% of
the border demarcation issues. 27°

During his November 2023 visit to
Kathmandu, Party chief Wang Junzheng
focused on a range of infrastructure,
border development and land port
developments during his visit, including the
fourth new land port along the Nepal-Tibet
border, officially opened on 13 November
2023. This new border trade post - at 4,600
metres (15,000ft) above sea level - links
Letse in Drongba county, Shigatse (Chinese:
Rigaze) in the TAR with Nechung, 12
kilometres away in Mustang, western
Nepal. It is a traditional gateway between
Tibet and Nepal for trade in salt and grain.
Construction of the Lizi facility began in
2017 and it has cost about 399 million yuan
(US$54.7 million), according to the CNS
report; roads linking it to the rest of Nepal
have already been built.

Using China’s name for Tibet, state media
reported that the opening of the land
border port “is also expected to contribute



to the broader efforts of Xizang in opening
up to the global market. [...] In line with
China's promotion of the Belt and Road
Initiative, the Xizang region has ramped up
efforts to transform itself into a crucial
gateway to South Asia.” Liu Zongyi,
secretary-general of the Research Center
for China-South Asia Cooperation at the
Shanghai Institutes for International

Studies was cited as saying that
strengthening construction of the ports is
one of the main steps. 2! The major
Kyirong cross-border economic cooperation
zone was approved in March 2022, making
Gyirong the 18th of its kind in China and
the first in Tibet.

One of the most ambitious engineering projects in
the world - a Tibet-Nepal railway?

Feasibility studies of the proposed 170 km
railway planned to run from Kyirong on the
Tibet side of the border to Kathmandu - one
of the most ambitious engineering projects
in the world - are still underway, according
to both governments. But it is unclear
whether the railway, which would cost an
estimated $5.5 billion and counting,?? will
ever be constructed.

Although only one-third of the total length
falls on the Nepal side, this stretch would
account for almost half of the costs due to
the difficult geology and climate.

In July 2024, just before leaving office as
Prime Minister, Prachanda approved plans
for the construction of railway to China
under the BRI. But this could have been a
parting gesture to strengthen ties and
goodwill. Ministers made clear that details
of project implementation and BRI
modalities had yet to be confirmed, and
this position was complicated by the Nepali
Congress resolve to only accept grants and
not loans under BRI. #73

Initial delays prior to feasibility studies in
2023 had occurred as both countries
debated who was going to pay for the
railway. China announced in 2022 that it
would do so, and that it would provide RMB
800 million ($118 million) to Nepal in 2022.274

Engineers believe the project is extremely
difficult, but not impossible. Paribesh
Parajuli, an engineer who worked as a
consultant at the Department of Railways
until 2019, told The Third Pole: “The
feasibility study will do two important
things: first it will determine the route,
including ground and bridge proportion.
And second, [it will determine] the type of
railway that needs to be built - high speed
or slow.” Aman Chitrakar, spokesperson for
Nepal's Department of Railways, said:
“Technically this will be one of the world’s
toughest railways to construct as it needs
to cross the lofty and fragile Himalayan
range, but with China'’s technological
prowess it is possible as they have already
built railways in higher altitudes in Tibet
than the proposed Nepal-China railway."”*



The railway is regarded as an important
project for Nepal because trade in the
landlocked mountain country currently
depends on land border ports that can be
blocked and subject to extreme weather
conditions. But for China it is important
mainly for geopolitical reasons. A rail link
between Tibet and Nepal was Mao
Zedong's vision, and is now regarded as
critical to China maintaining its dominance
and connectivity in the Himalayas, despite
non BRI partner India’s misgivings at linking
mainland China and the South Asian
subcontinent.

A commentary published by Caijing
Magazine's WeChat channel 2’6 suggested
that a rail link through Nepal to India could
“increase China’s strategic manoeuvring

space when tensions are on the rise”.

There have been hints of tensions between
the Chinese and Nepal teams working on
feasibility studies for the railway, and it is
likely that ecological concerns in the world'’s
youngest and highest mountain range are
not being taken seriously as governments
with an eye on the geopolitical prize push
the project forward. Basanta Raj Adhikari,
deputy director of the Centre for Disaster
Studies at the Institute of Engineering,
Tribhuvan University in Kathmandu, said
that the railway would pass through a
geologically weak zone in the Himalayas
known as the main central thrust, 277 and
that there should be more concern around
the fragile geology of the region.?”®

The export of Xi Jinping thought and the new ‘Silk

Roadster’ initiative

The direct correlation between the
deepening investment and aid from China
and the vulnerabilities of Tibetans in Nepal
has long been acknowledged openly by
Beijing, which has described its investment
as a reward to Nepal for its “important role
in guarding against Tibetan separatists”.?’”®

China has pressured Nepal to delegitimize
the entire Tibetan community in the
country, beginning in 1994 when Nepal
stopped issuing or renewing refugee
identification cards, and forcing the Office
of the Dalai Lama and Tibetan Welfare
Office to close in 2005. Peaceful protests by
Tibetans have been effectively shut down
completely by the Nepalese authorities,
and cultural and religious gatherings often

characterised as ‘anti-Chinese’ and
prevented. On sensitive occasions such as
10 March, the anniversary of Tibet's
uprising against China in 1959, Tibetans
suspected of planning protests have been
pre-emptively arrested.

Individual Tibetans as well as Tibetan
media, NGOs and community organisations
have consistently faced danger, harassment
and threats. %° The first Tibetan
contemporary art gallery in Nepal, the
Gallery Of Modern Art (GOMA) became a
target of harassment by police in
Kathmandu, which led to the founder, the
late artist Chungpo Tsering, seeking asylum
in the U.S.2%



In the cultural sphere, China is targeting a
new generation in Nepal through providing
both government and privately funded
scholarships at Chinese universities and
cultural institutes like the Confucius
Institute, as well as greater interactions
with the Nepali people through language
training. Although India still remains one of
the primary educational destinations for
Nepalis, more than 3,000 Nepalis have
received Chinese scholarships, and at least
6,400 Nepalis currently study in China.?®

There have been setbacks to China’s
influence efforts. Few Belt and Road projects
have seen much progress since 2017, when
Nepal signed up, and there have been
challenges by the current ruling coalition
headed by the Nepali Congress. In the same
year, 2017, a new geopolitical element came
into play with Nepal signing up to receive a
large grant from the U.S. Millennium
Challenge Corporation (MCC), a foreign aid
agency that partners with countries to
promote economic growth. China
immediately objected to the grant, accusing
the U.S. of “coercive diplomacy”.”?%

(At the time of writing, it was announced

that the MCC was being shut down by Elon
Musk’s ‘Department of Government
Efficiency.)

China accelerated its heavy-handed
influence efforts with the ‘Silk Roadster’
programme, which does not only aim to
foster practical cooperation and trade ties,
but to export Xi Jinping Thought' to Nepal,
a project supported by the Nepalese left
and ruling Communist party. China
launched the programme in 2023 to mark
the tenth anniversary of the Belt and Road
Initiative, which has faced challenges in
Nepal with no significant projects
undertaken since Nepal signed up to BRI in
2017. 2% Among the objectives of the
programme is ‘Silk Road Enlightenment’,
aimed at cultivating Chinese Party state
allegiances among a younger generation in
Southeast and South Asian countries.

Nepalese officials and leaders including
former Prime Minister Oli were subject to
‘education’ on the pronouncements of the
Chinese supreme leader, sparking unease
about the nation’s sovereignty and judicial
independence.?>

A multi-dimensional approach

The relationship between China and Nepal
is not only predicated on investment; the
Chinese authorities pursue a multi-
dimensional engagement with the
Kathmandu government and the Nepalese
people, involving a focus on tourism and
cultural exchange.

The tourist industry between Nepal and
China is booming, with the number of

Chinese tourists in Nepal growing at an
average of nearly 25% every year. Chinese
tourist arrivals to Nepal increased by 55%
to 104,005 in 2016, according to the
Chinese state media, assisted by increasing
connectivity via new flight routes opening
up. %6 In 2013, the number of Chinese
tourists visiting Nepal increased by 250%
since 2009. %’ Chinese tourists were
allowed to travel visa free from January



2016, and China has designated 2017 as
the Nepal Tourism Promotion Year.

China has also deepened its engagement in
the social and economic sphere. Nepali
politicians, professionals, students, military
leaders are increasingly invited to Beijing,
Lhasa, or elsewhere in the PRC for seminars
or study trips, while Nepalese students are
funded to study in China. Through 35 China
Study Centers set up across Nepal, China
aims to highlight historic and cultural links
with China. While the Nepal-China Mutual
Cooperation Society funded by the Chinese
Embassy in Nepal, is aimed at
strengthening diplomatic relations between
the two countries as well as disseminating
an image of a friendly China, with other
associations including the Nepal-China
Executives Council in Kathmandu.#

In 2017, a beginner Mandarin class was
officially launched by Nepal's Ministry of
Education, in a bid to strengthen education
exchange between Nepal and China,
according to Xinhua. A Nepalese joint
secretary at the Ministry of Education told
Xinhua, ‘Nepal has a lot to learn from China

in the sectors like technology, education
system, culture, trade and tourism.
Learning about these areas is possible only
through language, so we felt it's necessary
to train our officials first for knowledge and
technology transfer’. 28

Over the past decade, the majority of
Nepal's civil society organizations have
been engaged in working on conflict-
related issues and human rights injustices
that affect millions of Nepali people.
Despite this, a few organizations have
worked consistently on the Tibetan issue,
notably the Human Rights Organization of
Nepal (HURON). Rights organizations have
also forged alliances with experts,
academics and policymakers in a bid to
include refugee law within the new
constitution of Nepal.

The Kathmandu based NGO INHURED
International even took legal action, filing a
complaint at the National Human Rights
Commission after multiple cases of
Tibetans facing obstacles in obtaining basic
documentation were observed during
outreach efforts.>®

China’'s communications blueprint in Kathmandu

During Xi Jinping's visit to Nepal in 2019,
China published a blueprint for the Nepal-
China relationship, stating that one of the
key drivers is ‘strategic communication’. The
joint statement by Nepal and China
described this as developing mutual trust
and understanding and cultural exchange,
the objective from China’s side is an
asymmetric strategy to develop long-term
alliances.

Nepalese observers critical of China’s
interventions in Nepal note a pattern of
increasingly negative news coverage of
Tibetans in Nepal. “The focus of reporting is
often on Chinese concerns about Tibetan
activities in Nepal and less on the violations
being carried out against the Tibetans,”
said Ambassador Vijay Kant Karna. “Such
coverage is also unsurprising as the Nepal
government has now begun to censure the



media for its earlier so-called ‘biased’
writing on Tibet.”

Nepalese journalist Anil Giri, a foreign
affairs correspondent for the Kathmandu
Post said that journalists are discouraged
from covering Tibetan affairs to mollify
China, while Nepali government officials
shy away from reporters seeking
comments on China-related stories. 2’

Cedric Alviani, director of the Asia Bureau
of Reporters Without Borders, linked the
suppression of news coverage on Tibetans
in Nepal with China's investment via BRI,
saying that as has been the case in other
Asian countries, “For this development [BRI]
to become successful, the media must be
muzzled.” 22

Under the direct instructions of Nepalese
information and communication minister
Gokul Baskota, journalists from the Rastriya
Samachar Samiti, Nepal's national news
agency, were investigated in May 2019 for
translating and disseminating a wire report
about the Dalai Lama’s health. The three
RSS journalists were questioned about the
dispatch they translated and circulated
reporting that the Tibetan spiritual leader
had left the New Delhi hospital where he
was being treated and had returned to
Dharamshala, the city in northern India that
is the Tibetan exile community’s capital. 2

According to sources cited by the Nepalese
news media, the investigation was initiated
by Baskota after pressure from Chinese
officials in Kathmandu. One of the RSS
reporters said an official from Xinhua, the
Chinese state-owned news agency, had
visited the RSS chairman the day after the
news was published on online outlets.?*

In June 2019, the Samajbadi Party
suspended its lawmaker Pradip Yadav for
six months after he attended a meeting of
the World Parliamentarians’ Convention on
Tibet, involving MPs from all over the world
and Tibet supporters, in Riga, Latvia. #°



5.4 CONTEXT: THE NEPAL-CHINA RELATIONSHIP

During the Cultural Revolution in China,
repression and religious persecution in
Tibet led many Tibetans to flee across the
border. Refugee camps were established
throughout Nepal, many in Himalayan
areas procured by the Nepal Red Cross. The
then Swiss Association for Technical
Assistance (present-day Swiss Development
Corporation) assisted the refugees by
establishing farmland and carpet-weaving
factories. As with Nepali citizens, Tibetans
were allowed freedoms of expression,
movement, assembly and religion as long
as they did not participate in political
groups or activity.

In the 1970s, a new dimension of the
relationship began when Tibetan guerillas,
supported in part by the CIA and with the
knowledge of the Nepali monarchy, based
themselves in Mustang and from there
made incursions into Chinese-occupied
Tibet. In 1974, the Royal Nepalese Army was
deployed to disarm the guerillas, who were
then settled in the Pokhara region. In the
same year, Tibetan schools were co-opted
into the national education system, at the
loss of Tibetan language education,
prompting many refugees to send their
children to Tibetan schools in India. The
carpet business boomed, becoming one of
Nepal's biggest exports, bringing economic
stability to the Tibetan community in Nepal
and many Nepalis. 2%

The next significant influx of Tibetan
refugees to Nepal following the Cultural
Revolution was in 1989, following the
imposition of martial law after nearly three
years of pro-independence protests in

Lhasa. Under pressure from China, Nepal
stopped accepting new Tibetan refugees in
1989, but agreed with the UNHCR to
guarantee their safe transit through Nepali
territory and onward safe passage to India,
an arrangement that remains in place
today, although it has been significantly
strained.

“Since the People’s Liberation Army moved
into Tibet in 1949, Nepal has taken on the
role of buffer zone between India and
China,” the International Campaign for Tibet
reported in its 2011 report, ‘Dangerous
Crossing: Conditions impacting the flight of
Tibetan refugees”: “As the two Asian powers
compete for regional influence, Nepal's
position has become less ‘buffer’ and more
battered. China's acquired leverage in Nepal
is used to control its interests in Tibet and
Tibetan activities in Nepal; India’s influence,
based on a traditional, some would say
anachronistic, ‘special relationship’ is largely
political and party-based, supported by
ancient ties of ethnicity, culture and religion
between the Nepali and Indian peoples.” 27

After the Sino-Indian war in 1962, Nepal had
not accepted India’s position that the
Himalayas were India’s defence barriers.
China in the meantime saw India’s concept
of building a ring-fence of buffers like
Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan and Tibet to protect
India’s interests as a colonial concept to
maintain domination. China viewed itself as
surrounded by hostile forces, with Nepal
among them. But China'’s strategic
imperative to maintain control over Tibet
required it to extend its security policies to
Kathmandu.



As it grew in economic confidence, Nepal
took steps to balance its relationships with
both India and China. One of the first steps
in the fracturing of the ‘special relationship’
with India was Nepal's decision to buy arms
from China in 1988, contravening a
previous agreement with India. India saw
this as a clear shift away from its influence,
suspecting possible intelligence sharing
and training by the PLA. 28 China’s
developing relations with Nepal at the time
were constrained by political upheavals
(Tiananmen Square massacre),
rapprochement with India and hostility with
the West. By 1990, India had built up its
influence in the military and economic
spheres, providing resources for
roadbuilding and hydropower. China noted
the importance of providing resources for
connectivity with its Himalayan neighbours,
and in 2016, in a key symbolic
development, Nepal Telecom and China
Telecom Global signed an agreement on
internet protocol service between the two
countries through a cross-border terrestrial
cable route, dramatically lessening Nepal's
dependence on India. 2

China’s state owned enterprises and large
contractors like China Telecom Global laid
the groundwork for expanding its
economic and diplomatic influence later on
through BRI and now, the new Silk Roadster
programme.

Initially, China sought to work with the
Nepalese monarchy to secure their
interests. A people’s movement in Nepal in
1990 had created a constitutional
monarchy with a democratically-elected
government. Under this arrangement,
Tibetans enjoyed some freedom to express
their political views on the situation in Tibet

although in the mid-90s, China began to
criticize Nepal for allowing such protests. In
response, Nepal began to curtail protest
outside Tibetan settlements and stopped
the issuance and renewal of refugee
documentation.

Tibetans suffered beside the Nepalese
people with the armed insurgency
launched by Maoist rebels in 1996, which
led to business owners facing extortion and
general economic decline. In the early
2000s, the carpet industry, in which
Tibetans had been highly successful in their
communities, began to collapse in the
context of the intensifying civil conflict.

In 2005, King Gyanendra dissolved
parliament and seized absolute rule and
India pulled out of supplying arms to the
Royal Nepalese Army, creating a clear space
for China to step in to assert its dominance.
One of the first demands of the new
monarchy was to enforce the closure of the
Office of the Representative of the Dalai
Lama.



4. CHINA'S DIGITALAND
PHYSICAL TRANSNATIONAL

REPRESSION

Both physical and digital transnational
repression, in which China surveils and
threatens Tibetan exiles and their family
and friends in Tibet, poses increasing
threats to Tibetan diaspora communities in
a heightened political climate.

A massive data leak from i-Soon, a Chinese
cybersecurity firm tied to the nation’s
security apparatus, in February 2024, gave
new evidence of the PRC's large-scale cyber
activities. “The data dump provides valuable
insight into the priorities of the Party state
in hiring hackers to target peripheral
communities, including the Tibetan exile
administration in Dharamsala, Uyghurs in
the diaspora, pro-democracy advocates in
Hong Kong, as well as official entities in
neighbouring countries such as the
Mongolian police, and India’s customs
agency,” according to cyber specialist Greg
Walton, in an analysis for research network
Turquoise Roof. 3% The use of novel
intelligence tactics against diaspora
populations before global deployment also
suggests an approach to cyber operations
in which vulnerable populations serve
almost as laboratories for China to refine its
espionage capabilities.?

The i-Soon archive offered researchers a
significant insight into Beijing's use of
complex Al-driven surveillance systems to
enforce political controls over Tibetan and

Uyghurs, not just within its own borders,
but also internationally, in the diaspora(s).
The revelations shed new light on China’s
objectives in conducting domestic and
foreign cyber operations targeting Tibetans
and Uyghurs, as part of a broader strategy
of transnational repression that utilizes
both physical and digital means to repress
critics and diaspora communities.
According to Greg Walton for Turquoise
Roof: “Our research over the past two
decades into the targeted digital threats
that Tibetan and Uyghur civil society
communities face would lead us to
conclude that the PRC s [...] the leading
perpetrator of digital transnational
repression.”32

At the same time, China continues to
engage in physical acts of transnational
repression, including assassinations,
abductions, abuse of INTERPOL Red
notices, and intimidation of family
members. In 2024, the U.S. Office of the
Director of National Intelligence (ODNI)
assessed publicly that the PRC is likely the
leading perpetrator of physical
transnational repression. 303

The Tibetan experience of digital
transnational repression is part of a wider
global pattern in which China leverages
technology to coerce diaspora
communities. Clear parallels can be seen in



the experiences of Uyghur from East
Turkestan (XUAR), and pro-democracy Hong
Kongers. Comparing these cases highlights
common tactics, and common
psychological and societal consequences,
of digital repression across different
contexts. Since around 2017, China’s
transnational repression of Uyghurs
escalated alongside the mass internment
campaign in Xinjiang. Uyghur exiles across
the world report relentless digital
harassment: spyware attacks, phishing
attempts, and threatening messages often
referencing their families back home.?*

A joint research report in 2021 documented
how the Chinese government “pursued,
coerced, and intimidated Uyghurs living
abroad, resulting in anxiety, fear, and
depression.” Uyghur activists frequently
find that their phone communications with
relatives in Xinjiang are monitored or cut

off; many have experienced their contacts
in China suddenly disappearing or being
detained after a sensitive conversation.

Surveillance and censorship are ubiquitous
across the diaspora, concluded a report by
the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and
Democracy (TCHRD) in Dharamsala
following extensive interviews with
Tibetans in exile. “The CCP and its proxies
gather personal information on exiled
Tibetans through several means: by
questioning their relatives in Tibet, by
exploiting cybersecurity breaches, and by
mandating spies,” reported the Tibetan
Centre for Human Rights and Democracy.
“It is important to note that the
mechanisms used by the CCP to repress
Tibetan activism might also be applied to
wider communities, thereby constituting a
threat to human rights and democracy in
our societies at large.”%

The TCHRD report found various forms and trends of transnational repression experienced

by exiled Tibetans worldwide including:

® United Front Work Department operatives are spying on exiled Tibetans to collect
personal information that can be used to infiltrate and sabotage diaspora networks,
including through disinformation campaigns, or as a basis for blackmail through hi-

tech surveillance;3%

® China is seeking to control the activities of exiled Tibetans through direct intimidation
and threats to friends and family remaining in Tibet, such as coercing them into

renouncing activism;

® The Chinese authorities have sought to close all avenues for Tibetans to send money to
relatives in exile, leading to increased financial precarity for those seeking to establish

a foothold often as refugees; 3%7

® Chinais trying to further sever connections between Tibetans in exile and their
relatives in Tibet by making communication technically impossible or dangerous.



The digital transnational repression wielded
by the PRC against Tibetans is a complex
challenge involving the intersection of
technology, psychology, and geopolitics. Its
impacts, from anxiety disorders to broken
community ties, are severe, but can be
alleviated by the implementation of robust
cybersecurity protections, offering

In a report for Turquoise Roof, cyber and
surveillance expert Greg Walton outlined
policy steps that would not only aid Tibetan
people in reclaiming their agency and
security, but also serve as a blueprint to
protect other diaspora communities facing
similar digital assaults on their freedom
and dignity. 3®®A summary of those steps is

included in the Recommendations section
of this report.

psychosocial support, and marshalling
international condemnation and action.

5. METHODOLOGY

Independent research is almost impossible in Tibet due to current restrictions and conditions
in the country. The Chinese authorities do not permit access for foreign researchers except in
extremely rare cases, and then only on subjects that are not sensitive or likely to produce
findings that are critical of the government.

While the CCP portrays Tibet as “open”, it has weaponised access, and denying access is
increasingly used as a powerful tool to shut down critique by scholars, journalists,
independent experts and foreign diplomats. The PRC is ranked as one of the worst countries
for press freedom in the world.

Tibetans face severe danger including arrest and torture if they are even suspected of
communicating about the political and social situation in Tibet either to people in Tibet or to
those outside. The dangers and difficulties of communication via apps such as WeChat have
been well documented; Tibet-related content is targeted for censorship on WeChat, and
there are cases of Tibetans being arrested for sharing chat messages, songs, and photos on
WeChat with content related to the Dalai Lama and Tibetan culture that Chinese authorities
alleged to be ‘anti-Chinese’. Ethnic Chinese, too, face risks if they communicate about
politically sensitive topics, particularly with foreigners or NGOs.

Given these dangers, this report is based on field research outside the PRC, involving
conversations with informed Tibetans and others, as well as research and translation of
Chinese scholarly papers and state media articles. The identities of Tibetan scholars either in
the PRC or with families or friends still in the PRC have been withheld upon request. A variety
of official sources in both Chinese and Tibetan language, including provincial, prefectural and
national websites, state media, online news channels were studied. We obtained several
research papers by Chinese academics at state-run institutions from the PRC, which are not



all publicly available. Some of these papers were used to inform research and briefings
undertaken for the International Tibet Network in connection with advocacy work on their
report ‘Tibet, the Dalai Lama and the Geopolitics of Reincarnation’. ‘Sacred authority and
state power: the future of the Dalai Lama institution in a global context’ covers new
developments in policy and impacts, involving interviews in the field in India, Nepal and
Mongolia. The paper is intended to stimulate broader discussion incorporating suggestions
emerging from conversations with individuals on the frontlines of China’s transnational
repression. The report was undertaken in partnership with Czechs Support Tibet. It was
authored by Kate Saunders of Turquoise Roof, a collaborative research network of digitally
connected specialists, Tibetan analysts and scholars. https://turquoiseroof.org/
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