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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2014, the human rights situation in Tibet 
continued to deteriorate. Human rights violations 
continued and the laws enabling the abuses 
targeted more people more severely. The benefits 
and reforms that the government of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) frequently cites to 
justify it control over Tibet failed to materialize 
and failed to reach Tibetan communities. 

The prc cracked down against Tibetans in 
response to mining protests, protests against 
forced displays of loyalty, religious practices, and 
the continuation of the self-immolations protests. 
In response to self-immolations and people 
attending religious festivals, local governments 
in Tibet imposed collective punishments. The 
collective punishments specifically targeted people 
who were uninvolved in the prohibited activity. 
Family members and even entire villages could 
be subject to fines, the deprivation of political 
rights, the loss of their jobs and property, and all 
government benefits.  

For people who committed the acts the risks 
became more severe. An increasing number of 
Tibetans died in detention. Their deaths were 
the results of torture, beatings, and the denial 
of medical care. In some cases the victims were 
released from prison on medical parole shortly 
before they died. In all cases, their bodies showed 
unmistakable evidence of abuse. 

The imposition of collective punishments and 
killing people during detention violates the prc’s 
international legal obligations. This is exacerbated 
because people are punished for exercising their 

human rights. Peaceful protesters were frequently 
targeted by the prc’s security forces in 2014. The 
security forces fired at the protesters, detained 
those they could, and subjected an entire village 
to severe interrogations. International law protects 
the right to freedom of peaceful assembly. Peaceful 
assemblies can only be restricted if the government 
can demonstrate that specific criteria are met. In 
Tibet, the prc cracked down against almost every 
protest. The required criteria were never met.

The use of coercive power against Tibetans will only 
increase. In 2014, the prc expanded its security 
presence in Tibet. This included the introduction 
of more officials to watch, report on, and punish 
Tibetans. It also included the introduction of 
technology designed to facilitate the persecution 
in Tibet. The infamous Grid Management system, 
allowed security personnel to know more about 
what is happening in Tibet. Other measures, for 
instance the use of surveillance technology, allowed 
the prc to delve deeper into what Tibetans, and 
monks in particular, were doing. These measures 
violate Tibetans’ right to privacy and represent the 
continuation of failed security policies. If the prc 
hopes to achieve stability in Tibet it must abolish 
the repressive polices that Tibetan are resisting. 

To better understand the scope of the prc’s 
repressive policies, tchrd created a special team 
to work on the political prisoner database. The 
tchrd political prisoner database is now one of 
the most comprehensive Tibetan political prisoner 
databases in the world. It draws upon data from 
the us Congressional Executive Committee on 
China (cecc), Tibetan ngos, and media reports 
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to determine whom the prc detained and for what 
reason. Because of the work of tchrd’s special 
team, the total number of known Tibetan political 
prisoners increased to 2,110. This includes the 137 
Tibetans who were either detained or sentenced 
in 2014. However, tchrd’s political prisoner 
database still represents a minimum estimate of 
the number of political prisoners. Because of the 
difficulty of getting information out of Tibet, 
there will inevitably be cases that are unreported. 
Accordingly, the actual number of Tibetan political 
prisoners is higher than the number listed in the 
database. 

When confronted with information about the 
deteriorating human rights situation in Tibet, the 
prc frequently responds by referring to how Tibet 
has benefitted from the prc’s governance. This 
response has long been recognized as a distraction. 
However, research of official data from the prc 
carried out by tchrd in 2014 demonstrates 
that these claims are also false. When the prc’s 
statistical data is disaggregated it reveals that areas 
with majority Tibetan populations are consistently 
worse off than other parts of the prc. This is 
particularly true in the education and health. 
On average Tibetans receive less education than 
other parts of the prc. They also live shorter lives. 
Children are particularly impacted. For Tibetan 
areas the infant mortality rate, the percentage of 
malnourished children under 5 years old, and 
children’s access to healthcare are all among the 
worst in the prc.  

The disparity between the prc’s claims and 
reality is particularly pronounced for Tibetan 
nomads. For years the prc has been implementing 
policies that resettle the Tibetan nomads. The 
nomads are told their resettlement is necessary 
for development and to protect the environment. 
In the resettlement villages they are promised 
modern building and amenities. In many cases the 
benefits of resettlement do not reach the Tibetans. 
Mining destroys the environment. The benefits 
from mining and other businesses are received by 
people in eastern parts of the prc. The resettled 

Tibetans are forced to sell their livestock and go 
into debt to pay for substandard housing that 
lacks basic utilities. 

In 2014, there was no indication that the prc 
took any measures to actually improve human 
rights. The reforms the prc had announced had 
no impact. However, the tightening of security in 
Tibet was dramatic. Both the laws that enabled 
further human rights violations and the imposition 
of harsher extrajudicial punishments caused the 
human rights situation in Tibet to deteriorate. 
The purported benefits of the prc’s governance do 
not exist. tchrd’s analysis of health and education 
in Tibet reveals consistent and systemic problems 
that make Tibetan areas among the least well-
educated and healthy places in the prc. There is 
no indication that the prc is willing to recognise, 
let alone address any of these issues. As a result, 
the human rights situation in Tibet is likely to 
continue to deteriorate as the prc blindly pursues 
failed policies. 
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In 2014, various methods of collective punishment 
were implemented in Tibet. These punishments 
focussed on discouraging self-immolations, 
attendance of religious festivals and protests by 
punishing innocent people unconnected with the 
event. This reflects the repressive tactics by the 
People’s Republic of China (prc) and local officials 
to prevent different forms of protests without 
addressing their root cause—the repressive tactics 
used against Tibetans. It also violates international 
human rights protections including the prohibition 
of arbitrary detention and the guarantee of a fair 
trial.

Officials in charge of Tibetan areas are punished 
if a self-immolation occurs. The PRC’s authorities 
believe they can only increase investment or 
impose harsh measures in Tibet.1 Accordingly, it 
was inevitable that local officials would respond 
to self-immolations by punishing people affiliated 
with the self-immolator but not involved in the 
self-immolation. Since at least 2012, prc officials 
have punished households and villages because 
of self-immolations.2 New formal regulations 
were distributed to every person in Dzoege (Ch: 
Ru’ergai) County in Ngaba (Ch: Aba) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture (tap) in Sichuan Province.3 

1	 Andreas Lorenz, ‘Anything But Humane’: Tibetan Exposes 
China from the Inside, Der Spiegel, 16 July 2013, available at: 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/tibetan-official-to-
expose-chinese-abuses-from-the-inside-in-book-a-911405-2.
html.

2	 Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2014 - Tibet, 8 Sept. 
2014, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/5417f1828.
html.

3	 Dzoege County: “Maintaining Harmony and Stability,” Tibet 
Watch, Oct. 2013, p. 4 available at: http://www.tibetwatch.org/
uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/dzoege_county_thematic_report.pdf. 

These regulations stated that the self-immolator’s 
family would be punished along with the self-
immolator’s village or monastery.4 Adopting and 
posting these new regulations literally added the 
prc’s stamp of approval to collective punishment. 

The prc is unwilling to address the root causes 
of protests and instead believes it must respond 
by imposing harsh penalties. This approach is 
generally ineffective against self-immolators. By 
setting themselves on fire, the self-immolators 
put themselves beyond retribution from the prc.5 
Laws punishing people close to the self-immolator 
are designed to extend the reach of the prc’s 
retribution. 

Unsurprisingly, the use of collective punishment has 
expanded beyond retribution for self-immolations. 
In 2014, Tibetans have been threatened with or 
suffered from collective punishments if someone 
attends a prayer festival or protests. These laws 
and penalties are designed to punish innocent 
people with the goal of discouraging Tibetans 
from exercising their human rights. They are 
impermissible under international law.     

4	 China announces unprecedented harsh measures to deter 
self-immolations in Tibet’s Dzoege County, TCHRD, 14 
Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/02/
china-announces-unprecedented-harsh-measures-to-deter-
self-immolations-in-tibets-dzoege-county/.

5	 Chas Morrison, Tibetan self-immolation as protest against 
Chinese state repression, in J. Martin Ramirez, Chas Morrison 
and Arthur J. Kendall (eds.), Conflict, Violence, Terrorism, 
and Their Prevention (Cambridge Scholars Publishing 2014) 
pp. 94-95. 

COLLECTIVE 
PUNISHMENT
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I.	L egal Standards

Collective punishment is the punishment of a 
population for the conduct of an individual.6 It 
is specifically prohibited during armed conflicts.7 
However, there is no explicit prohibition of collective 
punishment outside of armed conflicts.8 Instead, 
the prohibition against collective punishment 
outside of armed conflicts can be deduced from the 
right to a fair trial and other rights.9 The United 
Nations Human Rights Committee recognised 
that collective punishment, like torture, slavery, 
and violations of the right to life, is impermissible 
even in cases of public emergency when the life of 
the nation is threatened.10

The most important aspect of collective 
punishment is that it involves extending the 
punishment beyond the criminal. Criminal 
punishments usually involve detention but can 
also include fines and the deprivation of political 
rights.11 In addition to the Human Rights 
Committee, regional human rights treaties and 
courts have recognised that extending criminal 
penalties to other people is a human rights 
violation. The Organization of American States,12 
the African Union,13 the Islamic Conference of 

6	 Regulations concerning the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land, annexed to the Convention (IV) respecting the Laws 
and Customs of War on Land, The Hague, 18 Oct. 1907, Art. 
50.

7	 Rule 103: Collective Punishments, ICRC, available at: 
https://www.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_
rule103#Fn_12_1. 

8	  Ibid.
9	  Ibid.
10	  CCPR General Comment No. 29: Article 4: Derogations 

during a State of Emergency, Human Rights Committee, 31 
Aug. 2001, UN Doc. No. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1.Add.11, para. 
11.

11	 See Judgment on the Merits Delivered by the Chamber Case 
of A.P., M.P. and T.P. v. Switzerland, No. 19958/92, para. 39, 
ECHR 1997-V.

12	 Organization of American States (OAS), American Convention 
on Human Rights, “Pact of San Jose”, Costa Rica, 22 
November 1969, Art. 5(3). 

13	 Organization of African Unity (OAU), African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights (“Banjul Charter”), 27 June 1981, 
CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5, 21 I.L.M. 58 (1982), Art. 7(2).

Foreign Ministers,14 and the European Court 
of Human Rights15 all recognise that criminal 
responsibility must be limited to the perpetrator. 
These different organisations have framed the 
prohibition in different manners, but inevitably 
determine that imposing criminal punishments 
on people uninvolved with the criminal act is a 
human rights violation. 

Whether it is framed as humane treatment,16 the 
right to a fair trial,17 or the right to be presumed 
innocent,18 collective punishment is prohibited. 
These are different ways of articulating the same 
general idea—that people should not be punished 
for the conduct of another. Punishing people 
for what somebody else does means that there is 
nothing the victim can do to avoid the penalty. 
Collective punishment implicitly creates an 
obligation that uninvolved people prevent others 
from acting—and punishes them if they do not. 

As recognised by the European Court of Human 
Rights, the prohibition of punishing people for 
someone else’s action is a fundamental rule of 
criminal law.19 Even though it is not explicitly 
guaranteed by international human rights 
instruments, its prohibition can be inferred from 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

14	 Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam, 5 Aug. 1990, 
U.N. GAOR, World Conf. on Hum. Rts., 4th Sess., Agenda 
Item 5, U.N. Doc. A/CONF.157/PC/62/Add.18 (1993), Art. 
19(2).

15	 Judgment on the Merits Delivered by the Chamber Case of 
A.P., M.P. and T.P. v. Switzerland, No. 19958/92, para. 48, 
ECHR 1997-V.

16	 Organization of American States (OAS), American Convention 
on Human Rights, “Pact of San Jose”, Costa Rica, 22 
November 1969, Art. 5.

17	 Organization of African Unity (OAU), African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights (“Banjul Charter”), 27 June 1981, 
CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5, 21 I.L.M. 58 (1982), Art. 7; Cairo 
Declaration on Human Rights in Islam, Aug. 5, 1990, U.N. 
GAOR, World Conf. on Hum. Rts., 4th Sess., Agenda Item 5, 
U.N. Doc. A/CONF.157/PC/62/Add.18 (1993), Art. 19.

18	 Judgment on the Merits Delivered by the Chamber Case of 
A.P., M.P. and T.P. v. Switzerland, No. 19958/92, para. 48, 
ECHR 1997-V.

19	  Ibid.
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Rights (iccpr)20 and has been recognised by the 
Human Rights Committee.21 These obligations 
are part of customary international law and are 
binding on all States—including the prc.22 

II.	C hinese Law

Like international human rights law, Chinese law 
does not explicitly prohibit collective punishment. 
However, because the prohibition is fundamental 
to criminal law, there are numerous places within 
the prc’s criminal code where the prohibition 
could be deduced. The entire first chapter of the 
prc’s criminal code, which defines its aims, basic 
principles and scope, refers exclusively to people 
who commit crimes.23 For example, Article 4 
states, “The law shall be equally applied to anyone 
who commits a crime”24 and Article 3 states, “For 
acts that are explicitly defined as criminal acts in 
law, the offenders shall be convicted and punished 
in accordance with law; otherwise, they shall not 
be convicted or punished.”25 

Collective punishment punishes omissions and 
not actions. People are given criminal penalties for 
the criminal acts of another person.  Therefore, 
the imposition of collective punishment not only 
violates international human rights law, but also 
the prc’s own domestic law. 

20	 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR), 16 December 1966, United Nations, 
Treaty Series, vol. 999, p. 171, Arts. 7, 9, 14.

21	 CCPR General Comment No. 29: Article 4: Derogations 
during a State of Emergency, Human Rights Committee, 31 
Aug. 2001, UN Doc. No. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1.Add.11, para. 
11.

22	 Human Rights Committee, General Comment 24 (52), 
General comment on issues relating to reservations made 
upon ratification or accession to the Covenant or the Optional 
Protocols thereto, or in relation to declarations under article 
41 of the Covenant, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.6 
(1994) para. 8.

23	 Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China, Arts. 
1-12, available at: http://www.china.org.cn/english/
government/207319.htm. 

24	 Ibid at Art. 4.
25	 Ibid at Art. 3.

III.	 Self-Immolation

In April 2013, prc officials in Dzoege (Ch: 
Ru’ergai) County in Ngaba (Ch: Aba) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture (tap) in Sichuan Province 
announced collective punishment for a self-
immolator’s relatives, village and monastery.26 
Information about the new rules came out of 
Tibet in late 2013.27 These rules were not the first 
to impose collective punishments following a self-
immolation. However, they were a substantial 
expansion and escalation of the policy.

In 2012, the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights 
and Democracy (tchrd) translated an official 
notification announcing punishments following 
self-immolations in Malho (Ch: Huangnan) tap 
in Qinghai Province.28 That notification contained 
five substantive paragraphs. Four of the paragraphs 
focused on prohibiting and punishing people from 
greeting, offering condolences or giving donations 
to the family of a self-immolator.29 Only the first 
paragraph imposed direct collective punishment. It 
stated that public benefits for the self-immolator’s 
household and projects using government money 
would be cancelled. Township level officials would 
be investigated, barred from promotion for a year 
and subjected to public criticism.30 If there were 
multiple self-immolations, the township would 
have all government-funded projects cancelled for 
three years.31 The township leader would also be 
removed from office.

26	 China announces unprecedented harsh measures to deter 
self-immolations in Tibet’s Dzoege County, TCHRD, 14 
Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/02/
china-announces-unprecedented-harsh-measures-to-deter-
self-immolations-in-tibets-dzoege-county/

27	 Dzoege County: “Maintaining Harmony and Stability,” Tibet 
Watch, Oct. 2013, available at: http://www.tibetwatch.org/
uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/dzoege_county_thematic_report.
pdf.

28	 Full text of official notification punishing Tibetan self-
immolations, 25 Nov. 2012 available at: http://www.tchrd.
org/2012/11/full-text-of-official-notification-punishing-
tibetan-self-immolations/.

29	 Ibid.
30	 Ibid.
31	 Ibid.

COLLECTIVE PUNISHMENT
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The 2013 Dzoege County punishments built upon 
those enacted in Malho in 2012. In 15 points, 
the document listed various punishments for the 
self-immolator’s relatives, village and monastery. 
Unlike the Malho document, there was no listed 
punishment for government officials. 

In the document, family members are equated 
with active participants in the self-immolation. 
As a result, they face punishments that are 
designed to make their lives at best difficult, 
if not impossible. In Dzoege County, people 
related to a self-immolator are prevented from 
establishing a business, applying for a government 
job, or receiving aid if they cannot make a living. 
Any money borrowed is immediately due back. 
Presumably, this includes money that ordinarily 
would not be due for months or years. The 
relatives are also prohibited from leaving the prc 
or going to the tar, and are explicitly prohibited 
from participating in elections.32 The loss of 
political rights, including not being allowed to 
vote in elections, is a punishment under the prc’s 
criminal code.33 All of these rules are specifically 
designed to be punishments for something the 
victims did not participate in. The imposition 
of these penalties, and others, is merely because 
of their connection to a self-immolator. As such, 
it is collective punishment and in violation of 
international law.34 

The document does not draw as explicit a 
connection between the self-immolator’s village 
and criminal activity, but still punishes the village 
and villagers or the self-immolator’s monastery. 
As with family members, all public benefits, 
including disaster relief, are prohibited for three 
years following a self-immolation and all loans 

32	 Dzoege County: “Maintaining Harmony and Stability,” Tibet 
Watch, Oct. 2013, p. 6, available at: http://www.tibetwatch.
org/uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/dzoege_county_thematic_
report.pdf.

33	 Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China, Art. 54.
34	 Dzoege County: “Maintaining Harmony and Stability,” 

Tibet Watch, Oct. 2013, pp. 6-7, available at: http://www.
tibetwatch.org/uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/dzoege_county_
thematic_report.pdf.

are immediately due. Additionally, each village 
must deposit between 10,000 and 50,000 yuan 
(US$1,609-8,045). If there is a self-immolation 
within two years, the money is taken by the state 
treasury and another deposit is required. This 
deposit is the functional equivalent of a fine. The 
self-immolator’s monastery’s right to recognise 
Buddhist affairs and major Buddhist events is 
restricted. Villagers, monks, nuns and other people 
from the self-immolator’s village and township 
must undergo legal education. The place where 
a self-immolation occurs is subject to a “harsh 
crackdown and punishment.”35

All of these measures are explicitly punishments. 
Some, such as the deprivation of political rights 
for the self-immolator’s family, fining the village, 
or imposing harsh crackdowns, are criminal 
punishments. They are imposed on people without 
them performing any criminal act. Every penalty 
against the village, including the fines, recalling 
loans, and denying disaster aid, is inherently a 
collective punishment.

The document explicitly equated being a self-
immolator’s relative with “active criminal 
involvement,” but in other instances the 
connection between the penalty and the criminal 
action is unstated. The most dramatic example 
is imposing a harsh crackdown and punishment 
merely because a self-immolation occurred at that 
place. However, in all cases, the punishments are 
inflicted on people who did nothing. They are 
prohibited by international law.

Despite the threat of punishing innocent, 
uninvolved people, there have still been self-
immolations in Dzoege County. Sixteen days after 
the documents were posted throughout Dzoege 
County two monks from Taktsang Lhamo Kirti 
Monastery, Konchok Woeser and Lobsang Dawa, 
died during a self-immolation protest.36 On 8 

35	 Ibid.
36	 Self-Immolations by Tibetans, International Campaign for 

Tibet, available at: http://www.savetibet.org/resources/fact-
sheets/self-immolations-by-tibetans/. 
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June 2013, Tenzin Yarphel, the Party Secretary 
for Dzoege County, was demoted.37 The official 
reason was his inability to stop the self-immolation 
protests, though others suspected that it was 
because of his growing popularity among local 
Tibetans.38 On 20 July 2013, three months after 
the document was released, Kunchok Sonam, 
an 18-year-old monk from Thangkor Sogtsang 
Monastery in Dzoege County committed a self-
immolation protest.39 Troops descended on 
Kunchok Sonam’s monastery and one monk was 
detained.40 

The restrictions on information coming from 
Tibet make it difficult to know whether the 
troop presence in Thangkor Sogtsang Monastery 
was an example of the collective punishment 
document being implemented. However, any 
form of collective punishment in response to self-
immolation protests would violate international 
human rights standards and the prc’s international 
legal obligations.

IV.	R eligious Festivals

The imposition of collective punishment for self-
immolations in Dzoege County was the most 
severe example in 2014. It was not the only form 
of collective punishment. In July 2014, tchrd 
received an incomplete copy of regulations 
in Diru (Ch: Biru) County in Nagchu (Ch: 
Naqu) Prefecture, tar.41 If the regulations had 
only prohibited Tibetans from travelling and 

37	 Communist Party chief transferred after Tibetan self-
immolations, Radio Free Asia, 17 July 2013,  available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/5202150714.html.

38	 Ibid.
39	 Self-Immolations by Tibetans, International Campaign for 

Tibet, available at: http://www.savetibet.org/resources/fact-
sheets/self-immolations-by-tibetans/. 

40	 Teenage Tibetan monk dies after self-immolation in Dzoege, 
Internaitonal Comapaign for Tibet, 22 July 2013, available 
at: http://www.savetibet.org/teenage-tibetan-monk-dies-after-
self-immolation-in-dzoege/. 

41	 China hold Tibetan livelihood to ransom to secure political 
stability, TCHRD, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/07/
china-holds-tibetan-livelihood-to-ransom-to-secure-political-
stability-2/.

attending religious festivals they would be almost 
unremarkable. Those rights are routinely violated 
in Tibet. However, the regulations go one step 
further and threaten to punish the family members 
of people who travel and attend religious festivals. 
This form of collective punishment, through an 
official regulation, violates the prc’s human rights 
obligations. 

The regulations specifically prohibited holding or 
participating in the Great Prayer Festival (Monlam 
Chenmo).42 By also banning crossing national 
borders to participate in the “Great Prayer Festival,” 
the regulations implicitly included attending the 
Kalachakra Empowerment, which was in Ladakh, 
India in July 2014.43 Both the Great Prayer Festival 
and the Kalachakra Empowerment are extremely 
important Buddhist festivals.

Like the 2012 Malho collective punishment 
document, the regulations from Diru stated they 
were adopted to preserve social stability.44 Also like 
the Malho document, the regulations only partially 
focused on collective punishment. Articles 2 and 
3 explicitly provide collective punishment on the 
parents, spouse, and children of people who attend 
religious festivals. Some of the punishments, for 
example the denial of public benefits, are the same 
as those for self-immolations.45 

The Diru regulations also expanded upon the 
penalties for self-immolations. The punishments 
for a self-immolation were in part designed to 
make it impossible for people to earn a living. 
This was accomplished by refusing to grant 
them permission to open a business and not 
allowing them to apply for government jobs.46 
The regulations from Diru prohibit Tibetans 
from harvesting caterpillar fungus for three to five 

42	 Ibid.
43	 Ibid.
44	 Ibid.
45	 Ibid.
46	 Dzoege County: “Maintaining Harmony and Stability,” Tibet 

Watch, Oct. 2013, p.6-7, available at: http://www.tibetwatch.
org/uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/dzoege_county_thematic_
report.pdf.

COLLECTIVE PUNISHMENT



human rights situation in tibet:  annual report 2014

1312 1312

years.47 Especially because many Tibetans rely on 
caterpillar fungus for their livelihood, prohibiting 
the harvesting of caterpillar fungus is designed to 
make it impossible for Tibetans to earn a living.48 

In addition to preventing family members from 
earning a living while simultaneously removing the 
social safety net that is designed to catch them if 
they fall, the regulations also impose administrative 
penalties. Article 2 of the regulations allude to 
criminal punishments and states that if there are 
no criminal punishments then the person should 
be subjected to six months of legal education. 
Legal education is a form of administrative 
punishment in the prc that has moved to replace 
the infamous re-education system, where prisoners 
were detained without a trial, forced to work, and 
tortured.49 

By punishing people for someone else’s action 
the Diru regulations are a form of collective 
punishment. The regulations attempt to conflate 
the conduct of one family member with that 
of all family members. The articles containing 
collective punishment allow for the punishment 
of an individual violating the regulation, then 
adds the clause “including their parents, spouses, 
and children.”50 This implies that the parents, 
spouses, and children are responsible for violating 
the regulations in the same way as the person 
who is actually acting. The punishments in the 
Diru regulations are similar to the 2012 Malho 
regulations, which raises the possibility that they 
could be expanded and become more restrictive. 

47	 China hold Tibetan livelihood to ransom to secure political 
stability, TCHRD, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/07/
china-holds-tibetan-livelihood-to-ransom-to-secure-political-
stability-2/.

48	  Ibid.
49	 China’s “Re-education Through Labour” camps: Replacing 

one system of repression with another?, Amnesty International, 
17 Dec. 2013, available at: http://www.amnesty.org/en/for-
media/press-releases/china-s-re-education-through-labour-
camps-replacing-one-system-repression-a. 

50	 China hold Tibetan livelihood to ransom to secure political 
stability, TCHRD, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/07/
china-holds-tibetan-livelihood-to-ransom-to-secure-political-
stability-2/.

However, even without any changes, the Diru 
regulations imply criminal responsibility without 
any actual criminal conduct. As a result, it violates 
the prc international legal obligations.

V. Informal Collective 
Punishment

Both the punishments for self-immolations and 
attending religious festivals were official documents 
that threatened collective punishment. Without the 
support of official documents, security personnel 
in the prc also imposed collective punishment in 
2014. Security personnel imposed punishments 
that were in effect collective punishment.

On 12 August 2014, Tibetans in Kardze (Ch: 
Ganzi) tap in Sichuan Province gathered to protest 
the detention of Wangdak, a respected village 
leader.51 Chinese paramilitary forces opened fire 
on the peaceful protesters. Ten Tibetans were 
injured including four who died.52 That evening an 
unknown number of Tibetans from Denma Shugpa 
Village were detained. The next day security forces 
surrounded the village and detained everyone who 
could not escape. The remaining people, mostly 
women, children, and the elderly, were subjected 
to strict interrogations and restrictions.53 These 
interrogations and restrictions indiscriminately 
punished as many people in the village as possible 
for the protest.

Unlike in Dzoege and Diru, there was no official 
document announcing collective punishment. 

51	 TCHRD condemns Chinese police shooting of unarmed 
Tibetans in Kardze, 14 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/08/tchrd-condemns-chinese-police-shooting-
of-unarmed-tibetans-in-kardze-2/.

52	C hinese police officer dies after kardze shooting; pregnant wife 
of Tibetan killed commits suicide, International Campaign for 
Tibet, 28 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.savetibet.org/
chinese-police-officer-dies-after-kardze-shooting-pregnant-
wife-of-tibetan-killed-commits-suicide/.

53	 TCHRD condemns Chinese police shooting of unarmed 
Tibetans in Kardze, 14 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/08/tchrd-condemns-chinese-police-shooting-
of-unarmed-tibetans-in-kardze-2/.
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However, by targeting the village, the security 
personnel imposed a collective punishment. They 
subjected people who had not done anything to 
strict interrogations and restrictions. Everyone 
in the village was punished because some people 
attended a protest. Penalizing people for exercising 
the right to freedom of peaceful assembly is a 
violation of the prc’s international legal obligations 
(see Chapter III: Freedom of Assembly). Punishing 
an entire village because some villagers engaged in 
a protest intensifies the repression in Tibet and 
sacrifices human rights protections. 

VI.	C onclusion

This chapter has focused narrowly on instances 
where the prc has punished people for something 
done by somebody else. The three examples are 
the most extreme cases of collective punishment 
in Tibet in 2014. However, the prc has also 
implemented other forms of punishment that 
target people for the conduct of others. 

In Jomda (Ch: Jiangda) County in the Chamdo 
(Ch: Changdu) Prefecture in tar, families were 
required to tell their relatives who are monks 
or nuns studying at Buddhist institutions or 
monasteries in Qinghai or Sichuan to end their 
studies and come home.54  Even if families did 
tell their relatives to come home, they faced 
punishments, including the denial of government 
assistance, if their relatives did not return.55 
This is a form of collective punishment where 
family members are penalized for the conduct 
of their relatives. However, it is subtler than the 
previous examples because it requires some initial 
participation by the family members.

54	  Monks, Nuns Forced to Return to Tibet County in 
Religious Life Clampdown, Radio Free Asia, 24 Oct. 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/return-
10242014162330.html. 

55	  Monks, Nuns Forced to Return to Tibet County in 
Religious Life Clampdown, Radio Free Asia, 24 Oct. 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/return-
10242014162330.html.

The entire community in Diru County has been 
subjected other restrictions. These restrictions 
are designed to target the entire community, 
presumably in response to protests. They include 
retroactively labelling all stupas, mounds of mani 
stones, and shrines built after 2010 illegal and 
requiring their destruction.56 Also, like in Jomda 
County, families are required to remove children 
aged 12 or younger from monasteries. They can 
be punished with six months of detention or one 
to three years in prison if they refuse.57  Travel 
into and from Diru has also been disrupted by 
roadblocks that slow travel and fine or detain 
travellers.58 People who complain are beaten.59 
These punishments are targeted at Diru as a whole 
and can be characterised as collective punishments. 
However, they also more directly infringe on 
people’s right to freedom of religion and freedom 
of travel. 

The reliance on collective punishment represents 
a new approach toward ensuring stability in Tibet. 
It belies the prc’s claim that only a small number 
of Tibetans are unhappy with the prc control over 
Tibet. If the entire community is made responsible 
for a self-immolation or protest, or an entire 
family can be punished for where one member 
travels or studies, then implicitly the resistance 
against the prc is collective. At a more basic level, 
collective punishment is the prc’s attempt to get 
retribution when the actor is beyond its reach.60 
Under international law, imposing these collective 
punishments is illegal. 

56	  China Imposes Harsh New Restrictions on Restive Tibetan 
County, Radio Free Asia, 7 Oct. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/harsh-10072014165921.html. 

57	  China Imposes Harsh New Restrictions on Restive Tibetan 
County, Radio Free Asia, 7 Oct. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/harsh-10072014165921.html.

58	  Chinese Roadblocks Cause Hardships in a Restive Tibetan 
County, Radio Free Asia, 5 Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/roadblocks-09052014150243.
html. 

59	  Ibid.
60	  Chas Morrison, Tibetan self-immolation as protest against 

Chinese state repression, in J. Martin Ramirez, Chas Morrison 
and Arthur J. Kendall (eds.), Conflict, Violence, Terrorism, 
and Their Prevention (Cambridge Scholars Publishing 2014) 
pp. 94-95. 
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In 2014 Tibet witnessed a growing number of 
deaths in detention. These cases involved torture 
and politically motivated killings. Usually, 
detained Tibetan protesters were tortured and 
denied medical treatment merely for protesting.61 
Sometimes, particular Tibetan prisoners were 
singled out and killed for political purposes. At 
least four Tibetans died in 2014 because of their 
treatment in detention. This includes Tibetan 
prisoners who died after being released on 
medical parole so that prison officials would not 
be penalised for their deaths. 

Granting dying Tibetans medical parole is just 
one tactic used to conceal the number of Tibetans 
who die because of their treatment in detention. 
Another prominent tactic is intimidating family 
members to prevent them from speaking out. These 
tactics succeed in hiding an unknown number of 
deaths in detention. This section focuses on the 
increase in known instances of death in detention. 
As the People’s Republic of China (prc) has only 
tightened its control on information and has 
restricted transparency, it can be inferred that 
there is also an increase in the number of unknown 
deaths in detention.

On 21 November 2014, Bachen Gyewa (aka 
Ngawang Monlam), a popular and respected 
Tibetan village headman of Ushung Village was 
removed from his post, detained and then killed 
in police custody. Bachen Gyewa had gained the 

61	 “Through Flesh and Bones: Six Inspiring Stories of Torture 
Survivors”, TCHRD’s forthcoming documentary film on 
torture, http://www.tchrd.org/2014/06/first-cut-screening-of-
through-flesh-and-bones-tchrd-observes-international-day-in-
support-of-victims-of-torture-3/.

trust of fellow villagers and initiated development 
projects aimed at preserving and promoting Tibetan 
culture and religion. His killing in detention was 
explicitly ordered by the party secretary of the 
Diru (Ch: Biru) County in Nagchu (Ch: Naqu) 
Prefecture, Tibet Autonomous Region (tar).62 

The extrajudicial killing of Bachen Gyewa, which 
occurred in police custody, was motivated by 
political factors. These factors are the driving force 
behind the prc’s ‘stability maintenance’ measures. 
Bachen Gyewa’s death represents the larger political 
realities that allow the prc’s security organisations 
to torture and kill with impunity. The ‘stability 
maintenance’ measures are focused on retaining 
the party power and protecting the interests of the 
party. 

In Tibet, death in detention mostly occurs in the 
early days after the victim is detained or during 
police interrogation. Former Tibetan detainees have 
spoken about routine beatings and other torture 
methods during the interrogation phase that could 
extend for weeks, months, and sometimes a year. 
Jigme Gyatso (aka Golog Jigme), a Tibetan monk 
who was detained multiple times for assisting the 
Tibetan filmmaker Dhondup Wangchen in 2008 
and who recently escaped to India, spoke of his 
experiences in various detention facilities. On 28 
May 2014, at a press conference soon after his 
arrival in India, Jigme Gyatso said, “When I was 
first arrested, my hands and feet were shackled and 

62	 Extrajudicial killing, arbitrary detention and religious 
repression continue in restive Tibetan county, 15 December 
2014, TCHRD, http://www.tchrd.org/2014/12/arbitrary-
arrests-extrajudicial-killing-and-religious-repression-continue-
in-restive-tibetan-county/.
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I was suspended from the ceiling for 10 hours. 
Later, I experienced similar torture seven times, 
which often lasted between two to five hours. Even 
today I suffer from severe pain in the backbone 
and ribs and my knee dislocates whenever my 
body gets cold.”63 The torture methods ranged 
from severe beatings and use of ‘tiger chairs’ to 
burning cigarettes and medical torture.64

The growing number of death in detention cases 
indicates that recent changes made to the prc’s legal 
system to reform detention conditions, including 
the impermissibility of forced confessions in 
judicial proceedings, have little impact. Law 
enforcement agencies continue to engage in 
widespread and systematic use of torture to extract 
confessions. During torture, victims are told not 
to talk about the rule of law and reforms that 
ostensibly prohibit torture.65 Increasingly, these 
brutal tactics are killing the victims. 

I.  Legal Standards for the    		
    Treatment of Prisoners

Death in detention is a form of extrajudicial 
killing and prohibited by international law. An 
extrajudicial killing is a killing that takes place 
outside of the judicial system. It not only violates 
the right to life, but also violates the prohibitions 
of torture, arbitrary detention, and enforced 
disappearance.

Torture is universally prohibited in the Convention 
Against Torture that the prc ratified in 1988. 

63	 Golog Jigme Speaks About His Arrest and Escape from Chinese 
Prison, 28 May 2014, Tibet.net, available at: http://tibet.
net/2014/05/28/golog-jigme-speaks-about-his-arrest-and-
escape-from-chinese-prison/.

64	 “Goshul Lobsang tortured with pain-inducing injections, 
leaves a defiant note after untimely death”, 31 March 2014, 
TCHRD, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/03/goshul-
lobsang-tortured-with-pain-inducing-injections-leaves-a-
defiant-note-after-untimely-death/.

65	 Teng Biao, China’s empty promise of rule by law, 
Washington Post, 28 Dec. 2014, available at: http://www.
washingtonpost.com/opinions/chinas-empty-promise-
of-rule-by-law/2014/12/28/16dc04ec-8baf-11e4-a085-
34e9b9f09a58_story.html. 

Article 2(2) of the Convention states: “[n]o 
exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a 
state of war or a threat of war, internal political 
instability or any other public emergency, may be 
invoked as a justification of torture.”66

The prc is a signatory to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (iccpr). As 
a signatory, the prc is obliged not to defeat the 
object and purpose of the iccpr.67  The object 
and purpose of the iccpr, and other human rights 
treaties, is to protect human dignity.68  Additionally, 
many of the substantive articles in the iccpr are 
part of customary international law and binding 
on all States.69 These include the right to life and 
the prohibition of arbitrary detention.70 

Article 9 of the iccpr prohibits arbitrary arrest 
and detention and requires that anyone deprived 
of her liberty be given an effective opportunity to 
challenge the lawfulness of their detention before a 
court.71 Article 6 guarantees the right to life stating 
“No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life”.72 
Article 7 prohibits torture.73 Additionally Article 
10 states, “All persons deprived of their liberty 
shall be treated with humanity and with respect 
for the inherent dignity of the human person.”74

In addition to these broad international standards, 
there are more specific standards that build upon 

66	C onvention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, http://www.ohchr.org/
EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CAT.aspx.

67	 United Nations, Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties 
(VCLT), 23 May 1969, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 
1155, p. 331, Art. 18(1). 

68	 Jack Donnelly, Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice 
(Cornell University Press 3rd ed. 2013) 14.

69	 Human Rights Committee, General Comment 24 (52), 
General comment on issues relating to reservations made 
upon ratification or accession to the Covenant or the Optional 
Protocols thereto, or in relation to declarations under article 
41 of the Covenant, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.6 
(1994) para. 8.

70	 Ibid.
71	 ICCPR, Art. 9.
72	 ICCPR Art. 6.
73	 ICCPR Art. 7.
74	 ICCPR Art. 10.
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the human rights system to provide guidance 
for the treatment of prisoners and the conduct 
of medical professionals. The United Nations 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners (smr) are a non-legally binding set of 
rules that provide guidance for the treatment 
of prisoners while still allowing for legal, social, 
economic and geographic differences. However, 
they may reflect customary international law 
as they have been treated as binding by various 
domestic courts and a large number of countries 
reported (including the prc) that their national 
legislation was either based on or influenced by 
the standards. The incorporation of the smr in 
domestic legislation of many countries reinforces 
an essential element of international and, indeed, 
domestic human rights standards. Canada says 
that the smr are very persuasive and useful for 
interpreting human rights obligations.75 The 
smr outline good principles and practices for the 
treatment of prisoners and management of prison 
facilities.

In January 2014, the United Nations (un) 
Intergovernmental Expert Group on the revision 
of the smr was to gather for a meeting in Brazil to 
consider proposed changes to the smr to increase 
transparency in prisons.76 The proposed revisions 
require that deaths during detention, or soon after 
the release of a prisoner, be investigated by an 
impartial body to ensure that the deaths were not 
caused by prison officials.

In October 2013, months before the meeting, the 
prc opposed requiring investigations of deaths 
that occur shortly after a prisoner is released—
even if these deaths are for non-natural, violent 

75	C orrectional Service Canada, http://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/
pblct/rht-drt/07-eng.shtml.

76	 Open-ended Intergovernmental Expert Group on the 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, 
Brasília, Brazil, 28-31 January 2014: Working paper, 
available at: http://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-
prison-reform/EGM-Uploads/IEGM_Brazil_Jan_2014/
UNODCCCPCJEG62014-CRP1-E-V1388548.pdf.

or unknown reasons.77 Such a requirement would 
call for the prc, and other States, to investigate 
the widespread mistreatment of prisoners that it 
refuses to acknowledge and attempts to hide from 
the world. The prc said that “soon after release” is 
too vague and that once a person is out of prison 
they are no longer the prison’s responsibility.

An investigation should determine whether a 
person’s death was caused by a violation of smr 
provisions. For example, the smr state that all 
prisoners should receive adequate medical care.78 
This obligation adds clarity to Article 12 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights, which the prc is a party to, 
that requires that people be allowed the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental 
health.79 

Additionally, in 1974 the un General Assembly 
passed a resolution on principles of medical ethics. 
While not legally binding on its own, the resolution 
recognised and emphasized a pre-existing rule 
of international law—that nobody is allowed to 
participate in torture. The resolution emphasised 
that medical professionals should not use their 
unique knowledge or position to facilitate torture. 
The smr and the resolution on the principles of 
medical ethics make clear that States cannot deny 
somebody medical care during their detention 
and medical professionals should not assist in any 
activity that will contribute to torture.

Despite these obligations, Goshul Lobsang was 
given pain-inducing injections while he was 
tortured. He died on 14 March 2014 after being 
released to his family on medical parole. His 
family was forced to sign a letter stating that his 

77	R esponse of the government of China to Note Verbale CU 
2013/129/DO/JS, United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime, UN Doc. No. UNODC/CCPCJ/EG.6/2014/Gov.19, 
9 Oct. 2013, para. 2.

78	 United Nations, Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment 
of Prisoners, 30 August 1955, Art. 22.

79	 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 16 December 
1966, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 993, p. 3, Art. 12.
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condition was due to “natural causes.”80 This was 
not only a violation of international law but also 
a violation of medical ethics. Normally, the use of 
techniques to make torture more painful does not 
result in any further violations of international 
law. This is because the fundamental question 
under international law is whether a person was 
tortured, not how much the victim was tortured. 

Despite the prc’s obligation to prevent death 
during detention and its obligation to investigate 
the deaths that do occur, there are no known 
instances of any investigations or prosecutions 
resulting from the death of a Tibetan in detention. 
Government officials responsible for subjecting 
detainees to extreme and violent treatments have 
not been made accountable for their discretionary 
use of power.

II.	 Death in Detention
The Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and 
Democracy (tchrd) has previously reported on 
attempts by Chinese police to conceal deaths in 
detention. Cases like Goshul Lobsang’s are part of 
a growing trend of abuse and death of Tibetans 
detained in the prc. In 2009, Phuntsok, 27, a 
monk at Drango Monastery, was beaten to death 
and his body left at a base of a hill in Drango (Ch: 
Luhuo) County in Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture (tap), Sichuan Province. 
Local Tibetans who found the body and cremated 
it said they had seen cuts and bruises on the 
monk’s body. He was detained in March 2009 for 
pasting leaflets critical of the Chinese government. 
He died after less than a week in detention.81 In 
2008, Dawa, 31, a Tibetan farmer died within 
two weeks of his release from detention.82 

80	  Goshul Lobsang tortured with pain inducing injections, leave 
a defiant note after untimely death, TCHRD, 31 March 2014 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/03/goshul-lobsang-
tortured-with-pain-inducing-injections-leaves-a-defiant-note-
after-untimely-death/.

81	 “Attempts to cover up death: Chinese police beat Tibetan 
monk to death”, 30 March 2009, TCHRD, http://www.tchrd.
org/2009/03/a-tibetan-monk-beaten-to-death-by-chinese-
security-police/.

82	  “Tibetan farmer dies of torture in Phenpo County”, 2 May 
2008, TCHRD, http://www.tchrd.org/2008/05/tibetan-
farmer-dies-of-torture-in-phenpo-county/.

In January 2014, more than ten years after his 
death, tchrd obtained new details on Nyima 
Dakpa Kyeri, another Tibetan political prisoner, 
who died because of his treatment police custody 
four years after his arrest in March 2000 in Tawu 
(Ch: Daofu) County in Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) 
tap, Sichuan Province. During his six-month 
detention, he endured interrogation and torture 
in three different detention facilities in Lhasa, 
Chengdu and Tawu. On 5 October 2000, he was 
sentenced to nine years in prison. He died at his 
home on 1 October 2003. Photographs showed 
an emaciated Nyima Dakpa Kyeri on his deathbed 
with a breathing tube attached to his nose, an IV 
attached to one arm and a heart rate monitor 
attached to the other.83

On 17 December 2013, less than a month into his 
secret detention, senior Tibetan Buddhist scholar 
and master Ngawang Jampel, 45, died in police 
custody in Diru (Ch: Biru) County in Nagchu 
(Ch: Naqu) Prefecture in tar.84 The detention 
officers quickly gave his body to his family 
members and intimidated them to keep the whole 
incident secret. On 20 January 2014, police in 
Diru County handed over the body of Konchok 
Dakpa, a Tibetan youth from Chamram Village 
in Diru Township, to his family after holding 
him incommunicado for weeks since his arrest in 
December 2013. Konchok Dakpa was severely 
beaten and tortured during his secret detention, 
indicating that his death was the direct result of 
police torture.85 

83	  Death in detention: Monk exposes China’s failure to protect 
Tibetans’ right to life, TCHRD, 13 Jan. 2014, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2014/01/death-in-detention-monk-
exposes-chinas-failure-to-protect-tibetans-right-to-life-2/.

84	  “Diru Crackdown: Senior Tibetan Buddhist scholar beaten to 
death in police custody”, 19 December 2014, TCHRD, http://
www.tchrd.org/2013/12/diru-crackdown-senior-tibetan-
buddhist-scholar-beaten-to-death-in-police-custody/.

85	 “Repression escalates in Tibet’s Diru County: Tibetan 
youth beaten to death, 2 others given heavy sentences and 
another disappeared”, TCHRD, 7 February 2014, http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/02/repression-escalates-in-tibets-diru-
county-tibetan-youth-beaten-to-death-2-others-given-heavy-
sentences-and-another-disappeared/.
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Some prisoners who are no longer able to work 
in prison and are on the verge of dying are then 
released on “medical parole” before the completion 
of their prison term to avoid any responsibility on 
the part of the prison officials. Others suffer from 
the injuries they sustained during interrogation 
that were left untreated during imprisonment. It 
takes them years to succumb to their injuries. 

Goshul Lobsang survived almost four months 
after his premature release from prison on medical 
parole in Machu (Ch: Maqu) County in Kanlho 
(Ch: Gannan) tap, Gansu Province.86 He was 
subjected to various torture techniques, including 
the use of pain inducing medication. He was 
deprived of sleep and food. Interrogation officers 
used sharp-pointed objects such as toothpicks 
to repeatedly pierce and penetrate into the tops 
of his fingernails and cuticles. At the time of his 
death, Goshul Lobsang was unable to walk, eat or 
talk. He had been sentenced to 12 years in prison 
in December 2010. He was killed after less than 
three years in prison. 

In 2014, Tibetans died in detention because 
they were denied medical care. Like death in 
detention, the only new aspect of the denial of 
medical treatments for Tibetan protesters in 
2014 is its scale. In 2008, after three months of 
detention and torture, Pema Dorjee asked to be 
taken to a hospital. His captors responded that 
people like him who protested against the Chinese 
government did not need medical help.87 

On 12 August 2014, in Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) tap 
in Sichuan Province, police fired into a crowd of 
non-violent protesters.88 After the protest, four 

86	 “Goshul Lobsang tortured with pain-inducing injections, 
leaves a defiant note after untimely death”, 17 March 2014, 
TCHRD, http://www.tchrd.org/2014/03/cao-shunlis-death-
a-huge-blow-to-human-rights-movement-in-china/.

87	 Through Flesh and Bones: Six Inspiring Stories of Torture 
Survivors”, TCHRD’s forthcoming documentary film on 
torture, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/06/first-
cut-screening-of-through-flesh-and-bones-tchrd-observes-
international-day-in-support-of-victims-of-torture-3/.

88	 TCHRD condemns Chinese police shooting of unarmed 
Tibetans in Kardze, TCHRD, 14 Aug. 2014, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/tchrd-condemns-chinese-
police-shooting-of-unarmed-tibetans-in-kardze-2/.

wounded Tibetans were detained. They were 
denied medical treatment and died in detention.89 
Another Tibetan committed suicide during 
detention as a protest against the torture by the 
prc authorities.90

The death of Tenzin Choedak, 33, a political 
prisoner at Chushur Prison near Lhasa city, on 5 
December 2014 exposed the brutal and inhuman 
treatment suffered by Tibetans in various Chinese 
detention centres and prisons.91 He died two days 
after he was released to his family on medical 
parole. When he was returned to his family all 
the bones in his feet were broken. This suggests 
that he may have been subjected to the falaka, 
or foot whipping, torture technique. The falaka 
involves beating the sole’s of the victim’s feet with 
a heavy cable or whatever else is available.92 It 
causes extreme pain up the victim’s body and the 
feet to swell.93 The technique was used in the prc, 
the Middle East, and Romania.94 Tenzin Choedak 
died after less than six years of his 15-year prison 
sentence. Before his detention, Tenzin Choedak 
was an employee of a European NGO affiliated 
with the Red Cross in Lhasa. After his release, 
he was physically emaciated and vomiting blood 

89	C hinese police officer dies after Kardze shooting; pregnant wife 
of Tibetan killed commits suicide, International Campaign for 
Tibet, 28 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.savetibet.org/
chinese-police-officer-dies-after-kardze-shooting-pregnant-
wife-of-tibetan-killed-commits-suicide/.

90	 Tibetans with bullet wounds after shooting denied medical 
treatment: deployment of military leads to mass detention in 
village in Kham, International Campaign for Tibet, 18 Aug. 
2014, available at: http://www.savetibet.org/tibetans-with-
bullet-wounds-after-shooting-denied-medical-treatment-
deployment-of-military-leads-to-mass-detentions-in-village-
in-kham/.

91	 “Former Tibetan social activist serving 15 years’ sentence dead 
after less than 6 years in prison”, TCHRD, 6 December 2014, 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/12/former-tibetan-
social-activist-serving-15-years-sentence-dead-after-less-than-
6-years-in-prison-2/.

92	 Darius Rejali, Torture and Democracy (Princton University 
Press 2007) pp. 83, 276.

93	 Darius Rejali, Torture and Democracy (Princton University 
Press 2007) p. 75.

94	 Darius Rejali, Torture and Democracy (Princton University 
Press 2007) p. 83.
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because of a brain injury.95 

The use of torture to intimidate and force 
confessions out of suspects is an urgent human 
rights issue in the prc. Less than four days before 
the death of Goshul Lobsang, a prominent Chinese 
human rights activist, Cao Shunli, died in a Chinese 
military hospital. Cao’s brother Cao Yunli said his 
sister’s body bore signs of mistreatment during 
police detention. Cao Shunli’s arrest, torture, and 
death follow the same pattern as the deaths of 
Tibetans during detention. She had been detained 
for about five and a half months on obscure 
charges.96 She disappeared in September 2013 
when she was traveling to a training session on 
the un human rights mechanisms. She reappeared 
in October 2013, when she was formally arrested 
and charged with “picking quarrels and provoking 
troubles.” Before her detention, Cao Shunli was 
in poor health and during her detention she was 
denied medical care. On 20 February 2014, Cao 
Shunli was transferred to a military hospital in 
extremely critical condition. She received a medical 
parole on 27 February 2014 and died fifteen days 
later. Cao Shunli’s story is emblematic of the 
widespread use of torture and other inhuman 
treatment in detention centres in the PRC. 

III.	R educing Deaths in 		
        Detention

The deaths that occur in detention are avoidable. 
The actual death in detention is the last of a long 
list of human rights abuses inflicted upon the 
victim. To prevent these deaths the prc needs to 
fulfil its international human rights obligations. 
Most importantly, the prc must abolish the use 
of torture. Furthermore, the prc must provide 

95	 “Former Tibetan social activist serving 15 years’ sentence dead 
after less than 6 years in prison”, TCHRD, 6 December 2014, 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/12/former-tibetan-
social-activist-serving-15-years-sentence-dead-after-less-than-
6-years-in-prison-2/.

96	C ao Shunli’s death a huge blow to human rights movement 
in China, TCHRD, 17 March 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/03/cao-shunlis-death-a-huge-blow-to-human-
rights-movement-in-china/. 

detainees with medical treatment. Medical paroles 
should be granted to detainees who are in a poor 
condition. Instead of being a tool of concealment, 
medical parole should be a tool of compassion.  

Many known and unknown political prisoners 
continue to suffer extreme conditions and inhuman 
treatment in detention centres and prisons across 
Tibet. As a first, simple step toward real, verifiable 
reform, the prc should release Tibetans before they 
die from their treatment during detention.

Although the current number of known detainees 
and prisoners across Tibet runs in thousands,97 
TCHRD has identified some political prisoners 
for immediate medical parole based on urgency of 
their cases. These Tibetans include Tenzin Delek 
Rinpoche, Khenpo Kartse, and Trulku Phurbu 
Tsering Rinpoche.

Tenzin Delek Rinpoche, 64, was renowned for 
his efforts to restore Tibetan culture and religion, 
his social welfare activities, and his statements 
condemning the prc’s repressive policies in Tibet. 
He was detained in April 2002 and sentenced 
to death in December 2002. Twelve years later, 
Tenzin Delek Rinpoche is forced to use a walking 
stick because of damage done to his feet in prison. 
He is being denied medical care for, among other 
things, a pre-existing heart condition.98

Khenpo Kartse (aka Khenpo Karma Tsewang) 
was detained at 1am on 7 December 2013. After 
his detention, thousands of local Tibetans staged 
a protest demanding an explanation for his 
detention. Sixteen monks were detained during 
the peaceful protest. The support shown to 
Khenpo Kartse reflected his position as a popular 
senior religious figure who was well respected for 
his social work and the promotion and protection 
of Tibetan language, culture and religion. During 
detention, Khenpo Kartse was denied medication 

97	S ee TCHRD Political Prisoners Database in this report.
98	 12 Years Too Many: Release Tenzin Delek Rinpoche on medical 

parole, TCHRD, 7 April 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/04/12-years-too-many-release-tenzin-delek-
rinpoche-on-medical-parole/.
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necessary to treat his hepatitis, bronchitis, 
tuberculosis and other diseases. He was kept in 
a cell that went below freezing during the winter 
and given a starvation diet. By March 2014, his 
health had deteriorated. He suffered from a sharp 
pain in his back and was ejecting bloody sputum.

Trulku Phurbu Tsering Rinpoche was sentenced to 
eight years in prison for his suspected involvement 
in a non-violent protest in 2008. Phurbu Tsering 
Rinpoche’s lawyers stated that his conviction 
lacked the necessary clarity and evidence and 
that he was framed. In 2014, a person visiting 

Mianyang prison near Chengdu saw Phurbu 
Tsering Rinpoche. Because of his mistreatment, 
including four days of torture and deteriorating 
health, Phurbu Tsering Rinpoche was emaciated 
and almost unrecognisable.99 

These three prisoners represent only a small 
fraction of detainees in the prc’s prisons and 
detention facilities who will die if the prc does 
not act. Releasing them, and those like them, on 
medical parole before they die will be a substantial 
first step toward preventing death in detention and 
fulfilling the prc’s international legal obligations. 

99	P rominent Tibetan religious figure found in emaciated 
condition in prison, TCHRD, 28 Aug. 2014, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/prominent-tibetan-religious-
figure-found-in-emaciated-condition-in-prison/.
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In 2014, the People’s Republic of China (prc) 
restricted the Tibetans’ right to freedom of 
peaceful assembly. In Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture (tap) in Sichuan Province, 
Chinese authorities used lethal force to suppress 
peaceful protesters. Tibetans that attempted 
to exercise their right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly by protesting mining operations were 
also subjected to severe and illegal restrictions. 
Similarly, Tibetans from Diru (Ch: Biru) County 
suffered under a crackdown at the hands of the 
Chinese authorities.  These crackdowns are 
a continuation of a policy to repress peaceful 
protests without regard to the prc’s international 
legal obligations. 

In 2014, the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights 
and Democracy (tchrd) obtained evidence of the 
implementation of this policy during the 2008 
Protests. tchrd obtained official reports that listed 
26, known and unknown, people killed during the 
protests.100  These official reports, written by the 
medical department of the Lhasa Public Security 
Bureau at the behest of the Chinese government, 
show that at the very least, 15 people, including 
11 known Tibetans, died of gunshot wounds and 
over 100 people were killed in Lhasa during the 
2008 Protests.101

The prc’s consistent attacks on Tibetans for 
exercising their right to freedom of peaceful 

100	 “Leaked internal document shows China used machine guns 
to kill Tibetans in March 2008 protest,” TCHRD, 20 August 
2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/leaked-
internal-document-shows-china-used-machine-guns-to-kill-
tibetans-in-march-2008-protest/.

101	 Ibid.

assembly is an attack on the fundamental human 
rights of Tibetans. The newly appointed UN 
Special Rapporteur for Freedom on Peaceful 
Assembly describes this as a fundamental right 
and necessary for the exercise of other human 
rights. The right to freedom of peaceful assembly 
is indispensible to build peaceful, prosperous, 
democratic societies.102 This is accomplished 
by strengthening civil society’s involvement 
in ensuring transparency, accountability, and, 
ultimately, good governance.103

I.  Legal Standard 

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly is 
universally recognized as a fundamental human 
right that the PRC is legally obligated to recognize, 
uphold, and protect. The right to freedom of 
peaceful assembly is especially important for two 
reasons.  First, it is crucial to creating a tolerant 
and pluralistic society in which groups with 
different beliefs, practices, or policies can coexist 
peacefully.104  Second, this right is interrelated 
with many other rights.105  For example, the right 
to association assumes the active presence and 
participation of others for its realization.106  As 
such, any restrictions on the freedom of association 
will also undermine the right to peaceful assembly.  
Such interdependence and interrelatedness with 
other rights makes the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly a valuable indicator of a state’s respect for 

102	 The right to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, 
UN Doc. No. A/HRC/RES/24/5 (8 Oct. 2005). 

103	 Ibid.
104	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, at p. 15.
105	 Ibid at 27.
106	 Ibid at 60.
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the enjoyment of many other human rights.107

A.  PRC’s legal obligations 

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly is 
recognized as a fundamental human right based on 
its inclusion in numerous multilateral international 
human rights treaties and the International Bill 
of Human Rights, which is comprised of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (udhr), 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (iccpr), and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (icescr).

For example, Article 20(1) of the udhr states, 
“[e]veryone has the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly and association.” Similarly, Article 21 of 
the iccpr says, “[t]he right of peaceful assembly 
shall be recognized.”

The prc is obliged to follow international standards 
regarding the rights in the International Bill of 
Human Rights, including the right to freedom 
of association, because the rights contained in 
International Bill of Human Rights is customary 
international law. It is customary international 
law because both elements for the creation of 
customary international law, (1) consistent State 
practice and (2) the sense of a legal obligation, 
referred to as opinio juris, are fulfilled.

The international standards governing the right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly are also legally 
binding upon the prc because it is a signatory to and 
has ratified numerous multi-lateral international 
treaties that recognize this right.  For example, the 
PRC signed the iccpr on 5 October 1998.108 As a 
signatory, the prc must not defeat the object and 
purpose of the iccpr.109 

Other notable international treaties that the prc 

107	 UNSR Best Practices Report, p. 5.
108	 “Ratification of International Human Rights Treaties – China,” 

Human Rights Library, University of Minnesota.  Last visited 
on 1 January 2015.  http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/
research/ratification-china.html.

109	 VCLT, Art. 18. 

is a party to and recognize the right to freedom 
of peaceful assembly include: (1) the International 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Racial Discrimination, Articles 4, 5(viii) (acceded 
29 December 1981)110; (2) the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, 
Article 7(c) (ratified 4 November 1980);111 and 
(3) the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
Article 15 (ratified 2 March 1992).112

Finally, in the prc, right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly is guaranteed by the prc Constitution 
as well.  Article 35 of the prc’s Constitution 
states, “Citizens of the People’s Republic of 
China enjoy freedom of speech, of the press, of 
assembly, of association, of procession and of 
demonstration.”113

As such, the prc has a legal obligation to recognize, 
uphold, and protect the Tibetan peoples’ 
fundamental human right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly. In 2014 it did not.

B.  The Right to freedom of peaceful 	   	
      assembly

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly 
generally refers to the right of every person to hold 
and participate in a peaceful assembly.114  This 
right also includes the right to be protected from 
undue influence115 and provides protections for 
those who monitor peaceful assemblies.116  

To fall within the scope of the right, an assembly 
110	 “Ratification of International Human Rights Treaties – China,” 

Human Rights Library, University of Minnesota, available at:  
http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/research/ratification-china.
html.

111	 Ibid.
112	 Ibid. 
113	C onstitution of the People’s Republic of China, Art. 35 (2004) 

(emphasis added). 
114	 Maina Kiai, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the rights to 

freedom of assembly and association, Maina Kiai,” (hereinafter, 
“UNSR Best Practices Report”) United Nations, General 
Assembly, Human Rights Council, Twentieth Session, 21 May 
2012, p. 1. 

115	 UNSR Best Practices Report, p. 1.
116 	 Ibid.
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generally requires the presence of at least two 
persons in a public place for a common expressive 
purpose.117  Nonetheless, an individual protester 
should also be afforded the same protections as 
those who gather as part of an assembly.118 

However, it is important to note that only 
peaceful assemblies are protected.119  The Office 
of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights120 
(odihr) of the Organization for the Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (osce), consider a protest 
“peaceful” if organizers have “professed peaceful 
intentions and the conduct of the assembly is 
non-violent.”121 The odihr provides support, 
assistance and expertise to the 57 osce member 
States and civil society. Specifically, the odihr 
focuses on promoting human rights, democracy, 
the rule of law, tolerance, and non discrimination. 
This includes non-violent conduct that may be 
inconvenient, annoying or offensive.122  

Because of the importance of the right, assemblies 
are presumed to be. The requirement of peacefulness 
is considered satisfied absent compelling and 
demonstrable evidence that the organizers or 
participants of an assembly, themselves, intend to 
use, advocate, or incite imminent violence.123  Once 
peacefulness is satisfied, the positive obligation of 
the State and State authorities to protect the right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly is triggered.124

The principle of non-discrimination also follows 
the right to freedom of peaceful assembly.125  This 
means that this right is to be enjoyed by everyone, 

117	 Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
(ODIHR) and the Venice Commission, “Guidelines on 
Peaceful Assembly, Second Edition,” (hereinafter, “ODIHR 
Peaceful Assembly Guidelines”), Organization for the Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), 2010, p. 27.

118	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines at 27.
119	 Ibid at 15.
120	 OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 

Rights, Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
available at: http://www.osce.org/odihr/.

121	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines at 15.
122	 Ibid.
123	 Ibid.
124	 Ibid at 34.
125	 Ibid at 16.

regardless of race, national origin, or political 
opinion.126  At the same time, participation should 
be completely voluntary and uncoerced.127

The State has an obligation to not only refrain 
from interfering with the right but also to protect 
people who exercise it.128  This also means that 
the State must ensure the right can be enjoyed in 
practice and is not subject to undue regulation.129  
Furthermore, “relevant authorities should assist 
individuals and groups who wish to assemble 
peacefully.”130

C.   Lawful restrictions on the right 	        	
       to freedom of peaceful assembly 

Although the right to freedom of peaceful assembly 
is a fundamental human right, it is not absolute. A 
State may legally impose some narrow restrictions 
on this right.131  For example, most international 
treaties that address the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly also include the following language:

No restrictions may be placed on the exercise 
of these rights other than those imposed in 
conformity with the law and which are 
necessary in a democratic society in the 
interests of national security or public safety, 
public order (ordre public), the protection of 
public health or morals or the protection of 
the rights and freedoms of others.132 

Some States appeal to the qualifications of the 
right to justify violations. However, inaccurately 
appealing to an exception cannot excuse a 
violation of the right. For example, the odihr 
states that the inherent imprecision of the term, 
“public order,” must not be exploited to justify the 
prohibition or dispersal of peaceful assemblies.133  

126	  ICCPR Art. 2(1). 
127	  ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines at 23.
128	  Ibid at 36.
129	  Ibid at 16.
130	  Ibid at 35.
131	  Ibid at 50.
132	  ICCPR Arts. 21, 22; ICESCR Art. 8(a); CRC Art. 15.  
133	  ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines at 50.
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“Neither a hypothetical risk nor the presence 
of a hostile audience are legitimate grounds for 
prohibiting a peaceful assembly.”134 Even when 
there is compelling and demonstrable evidence 
that the participants will use or incite imminent 
lawlessness, organizers of the assembly must be 
given a fair opportunity to rebut this evidence 
with evidence of their own.135

The odihr also states that “public safety” may 
justify restrictions in limited circumstances but 
authorities should not rely on such reasoning to 
pre-emptively break up peaceful assemblies.136  
Finally, it also states that “national security” is often 
too wide an interpretation in relation to freedom 
of assembly and cites Article 30 of the Siracusa 
Principles on the Limitation and Derogation 
of Provisions, which provide an authoritative 
interpretation of the permissible limitations to 
rights in the iccpr. Article 30 states that national 
security “cannot be invoked as a reason for 
imposing limitations to prevent merely local or 
relatively isolated threats to law and order.”137

Ultimately, both the odihr and the UN Special 
Rapporteur on the Rihts to Freedom of Peaceful 
Assembly and of Association agree that a 
restrictions to the right of freedom of peaceful 
assembly must undergo a high level of scrutiny 
in order to be permissible. A restriction on the 
right to freedom of assembly is only justified if 
three elements are met. First, the restriction must 
be based on a permissible limitation in the treaty 
language and if the restriction is content based it 
is only permissible to prevent imminent violence. 
Second, the restriction must be provided for by a 
law and proportionate. Third, the restriction must 
be necessary in a democratic society.138 

The first requirement for a permissible restriction is 
that the restriction be based on the treaty language. 
This means that it must be in the interest of national 

134	  Ibid.
135	  Ibid.
136	  Ibid at 51.
137	  Ibid at 54.
138	  UNSR Best Practices Report, p. 6.

security, public safety, public order, the protection 
of public health or morals, or to protect the rights 
and freedoms of others.139  These exceptions are 
very narrowly interpreted. Additionally, if the 
restriction sought is a content-based restriction, 
it should only be imposed if there is a threat of 
imminent violence.140  If the restriction is only 
meant to effect the time, place, or manner of the 
assembly, then it is generally more permissible as 
a safeguard from those exercising their right to 
freedom of peaceful assembly from unreasonably 
interfering with the rights and freedoms of other 
people.141  However, reasonable alternatives must 
be offered and any such alternative must be one that 
allows the message of the protest to remain within 
the “sight and sound” of its target audience.

Next the restriction must be in conformity with 
the law and proportionate. The law used to 
restrict the right to freedom of peaceful assembly 
must conform to international standards.142  As 
such, the principal of legality is directly tied to the 
idea of foreseeability: the law must be sufficiently 
precise to enable an individual to assess whether or 
not their conduct is in breach of the law.143 

Not only must the restriction have a legal basis, 
it must also be proportional.  The principal of 
proportionality requires States balance the nature 
and extent of the interference with the reason 
for interfering.144  The restriction should be 
narrowly tailored to cover only the purposes that 
justify it and to meet the specific aims pursued 
by authorities.145  Furthermore, the least intrusive 
means of achieving the legitimate objective should 
always be given preference.146  The ultimate 
aim of the principle of proportionality requires 
that authorities do not fundamentally alter the 
character of an event.  As such, proportionality 

139	  ICCPR, Art. 21. 
140	  Ibid at 17.
141	  Ibid at 40.
142	  Ibid at 16.
143	  Ibid.
144	  Ibid at 39.
145	  Ibid.
146	  Ibid at 16.
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is intrinsically tied to the idea of necessity.  This 
means that any reasons used to support a claim 
that suggested restrictions are proportional must 
be relevant, sufficient, convincing, compelling, 
and based on an acceptable assessment of the 
relevant facts; mere suspicions or presumptions 
will not suffice.147

The final requirement is that the restriction must 
be necessary in a democratic society. The UN 
Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom 
of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, Maina 
Kiai, further stated that this required States not 
impair the essence of the right.148 This recognizes 
that the right to freedom of peaceful assembly is 
indispensible for civil society and good governance 
and that any restriction must facilitate transparency 
and accountability—not restrict it.149

Thus, although the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly is not an absolute right and is subject to 
state imposed restrictions, these restrictions must 
undergo a high threshold of scrutiny in order to 
be permissible.

II.  Tibet in 2014 

From the violent suppression of peaceful protests 
throughout Tibetan regions to the Diru county 
crackdown, 2014 has been a year in which the 
prc’s policies and practices continued to violate 
Tibetans’ right to freedom of peaceful assembly. 

A.   Kardze tap: Lethal force used to 	
       suppress protests

In the late evening of 11 August 2014, Wangdak, 
a village leader in Denma Shugpa, was taken 
from his home by local police officers.150  Denma 

147	 Ibid at 40.
148	 UNSR Best Practices Report, p. 6. 
149	 The right to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, 

UN Doc. No. A/HRC/RES/24/5 (8 Oct. 2005).
150	 “TCHRD condemns Chinese police shooting of unarmed 

Tibetans in Kardze,” TCHRD, 14 August 2014 available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/tchrd-condemns-chinese-
police-shooting-of-unarmed-tibetans-in-kardze-2/. 

Shugpa village is located in Loshu (Ch: Luoxu) 
Township, Sershul (Ch: Shiqu) County, Kardze 
(Ch: Ganzi) tap, Sichuan Province.  Wangdak, 
45, is a widely respected village leader who had 
advocated for Tibetans to be allowed to observe 
the Denma Horse Festival.151  Previously, 
Wangdak voiced strong complaints to authorities 
over the harassment of Tibetan women by senior 
Chinese officials at a cultural performance the 
local community was forced to host during their 
visit.152  The Chinese officials detained Wangdak 
on the pretence that he held the horse festival 
without their permission.153

The next day, 12 August 2014, over a hundred 
Tibetans of Sershul County gathered to peacefully 
protest Wangdak’s detention. They shouted slogans 
and raised their thumbs up in the air, a symbolic 
gesture of begging.154  Chinese paramilitary forces 
soon moved in to disperse the crowd of peaceful 
protesters.155  The paramilitary forces fired tear 
gas and live ammunition into the crowd, seriously 
injuring at least 10 protesters and detaining many 
more. 156

As a result, at least five protesters died in detention 
from their gunshot wounds. Another detained 
protester committed suicide in protest against 

151	 Ibid.
152	S onam Wangdue, Dorjee Damdul, Parameswaran Ponnudurai, 

“Chinese police open fire at Tibetan protest, nearly a dozen 
wounded,” Radio Free Asia, 13 Aug. 2014, available at:  http://
www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/shooting-08132014220307.
html. 

153	 Ibid.
154	 “Tibetans allege another protester close to death from Chinese 

police beating,” Voice of America Tibet, 11 Sept. 2014, 
available at:  http://m.voatibetanenglish.com/a/2446624.
html. 

155	 “TCHRD condemns Chinese police shooting of unarmed 
Tibetans in Kardze,” TCHRD, 14 Aug. 2014, available at:  
http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/tchrd-condemns-chinese-
police-shooting-of-unarmed-tibetans-in-kardze-2/.

156	S onam Wangdue, Dorjee Damdul, Parameswaran Ponnudurai, 
“Chinese police open fire at Tibetan protest, nearly a dozen 
wounded,” Radio Free Asia, 13 Aug. 2014 available at: http://
www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/shooting-08132014220307.
html.
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torture at the hands of Chinese authorities.157  
Furthermore, the authorities refused to provide 
medical treatment for detained protesters who 
were shot during the protest.158

Among the deceased was 18-year-old Jinpa 
Tharchin.159  His body was returned to his family 
on 18 August 2014.160  Upon learning about his 
death, his wife committed suicide by hanging 
herself.161  She was seven months pregnant.162

B.   Anti-mining protests

Throughout 2013, the suppression of anti-
mining protests throughout the Tibetan region 
escalated. Protests against mining operations 
continued throughout Tibet in 2014. In May 
2013 Chinese mine operators announced plans 
to construct roads and mine Naghla Dzambha 
mountain, a sacred religious site in Diru (Ch: 
Biru) county, Nagchu (Ch: Naqu) prefecture, 
Tibetan Autonomous Region (tar).163  5,000 
Tibetans gathered in Diru to protest. 3,500 
Tibetans travelled to Naghla Dzamba Mountain 
to carry out onsite protests.164  Then in November 
2013, a young Tibetan, Konchog Drakpa, died 
157	P ema Ngodup, Sonam Wandue, Rigdhen Dolma, Dorjee 

Damdul, Richard Finney, “Three more detained Tibetan 
protesters die from gunshot wounds,” Radio Free Asia, 19 
Aug. 2014, available at:  http://www.rfa.org/english/news/
tibet/wounds-08192014131944.html. 

158	 Ibid.
159	 Dorjee Damdul, Parameswaran Ponnudurai, “Pregnant wife 

of fatally shot Tibetan protester commits suicide,” Radio Free 
Asia, 26 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/
news/tibet/suicide-08262014203210.html. 

160	P ema Ngodup, Sonam Wandue, Rigdhen Dolma, Dorjee 
Damdul, Richard Finney, “Three more detained Tibetan 
protesters die from gunshot wounds,” Radio Free Asia, 19 
Aug. 2014, available at:  http://www.rfa.org/english/news/
tibet/wounds-08192014131944.html.
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Asia, 26 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/
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163	R igdhen Dolma, Richard Finney, “Young Tibetan mining 

protester dies in prison after torture,” Radio Free Asia, 6 Feb. 
2014 available at:  http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/
protester-02062014163940.html. 

164	 Ibid.

in prison as a result of torture. He was arrested 
for participating in mass protests that forced 
the shutdown of mining operations at Naglha 
Dzambha Mountain.165  Other Tibetan activists 
were handed harsh prison sentences ranging from 
3 to 13 years for their participation in the May 
2013 protests.166  Konchog Drakpa’s body was 
returned to his family in January 2014.167

In early 2014, protests erupted in Gannan tap, 
Gansu Province and Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) tap, 
Sichuan Province over gold-mining, industrial 
activities, and land-seizing operations.168 The 
Tibetan activists claimed that the environment has 
been greatly harmed citing that pollution from the 
mining projects that have destroyed wildlife and 
disrupted sites of spiritual significance.169  Four 
Tibetan village leaders from Barchung village, 
Tromthar Township, Kardze tap, Sichuan Province 
were detained and charged with “committing 
actions against China’s Constitution” for their 
involvement in the protests.170

165	 Ibid.
166	 “Driru crackdown: Three Tibetans sent to prison for up to 13 

years, singer gets 9 years in prison,” TCHRD, 23 Dec. 2013, 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2013/12/diru-crackdown-
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county-tibetan-youth-beaten-to-death-2-others-given-heavy-
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Dorjee, Parameswaran Ponnudurai, “Hundreds of Tibetans 
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Free Asia, 22 March 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/
english/news/tibet/protest-03222014220107.html; Lobsang 
Choephel, Karma Dorjee, Richard Finney, “Tibetan mine 
protesters detained in Palyul,” Radio Free Asia, 24 April 
2014, available at:   http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/
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In May 2014 Chinese officials beat and detained 
Tibetans protesting Chinese mining operations 
in Chamdo (Ch: Qamdo) Prefecture, tar.171  The 
detained Tibetans were held in a detention centre 
without food.172  Before resorting to protests, 
the local Tibetan residents had tried submitting 
a petition against the construction of roads to 
excavation sites.173  The Tibetans were told that 
any resistance to mining operations would result 
in “violent punishments.”174  About 30 Tibetans 
were detained.175  Among the 30 were the two 
people who volunteered to deliver the petition to 
the central government. In detention they received 
minimal food for 20 days.176

Around the same time, Tenzin Lhundrup, a senior 
monk of Gom Gonsar Monastery near Shagchu 
(Ch: Xiaqu) town, was detained in Diru County.177  
He had been under the Chinese radar ever since 
he spearheaded local opposition to Chinese 
mining operations at Naghla Dzamba Mountain 
the previous year.178

In June 2014, anti-mining protests erupted in 
Qinghai Province.  Tibetan residents of Karsel 
village, Chabcha (Ch: Gonghe) county, Tsolho (Ch: 
Hainan) Prefecture were detained after they vowed 
to block any further mining for white marble in a 
cemetery and other spiritually significant areas.179  

171	 Kunsang Tenzin, Lumbum Tashi, Karma Dorjee, Richard 
Finney, “Crackdown launched in another Tibetan county 
over anti-mining protests,” Radio Free Asia, 13 May 2014, 
available at:   http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/launched-
05132014165746.html. 
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restive Tibetan county,” TCHRD, 14 July 2014, available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/07/senior-buddhist-scholar-
arrested-as-repression-escalates-in-restive-tibetan-county/. 
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Finney, “Tibetans held for opposing Chinese marble mining 
operations,” Radio Free Asia, 18 June 2014, available at:   http://
www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/marble-06182014162309.
html.

The protesters were also protesting the use of 
explosives, which damaged the nearby homes.180  
Of the 27 protesters initially detained, four were 
accused of being the “ringleaders.” These four 
remain in incommunicado detention.181

Later in June, Tibetan women from Mata village, 
in Dechen (Ch: Diqing) tap, Yunnan Province, 
were attacked and beaten by Chinese police after 
they had gathered to protest copper mining on 
religious sites.182  Some men who joined the protest 
were later taken away and detained.183  Previous 
appeals by Tibetan residents of the area had been 
dismissed.184  Police warned that more severe 
punishments would result if protests continue, 
specifically that they had been given orders to 
“kill, if necessary.”185

The suppression of anti-mining protests took a 
turn for the worse in August 2014 when Chinese 
forces opened fire on a group of Tibetans protesting 
mining operations in Tsang Tobgyal township, 
Shigatse (Ch: Rikaze) Prefecture, tar.186  Thirteen 
protesters, including a pregnant woman, suffered 
injuries due to gunshot wounds.187

However, not all anti-mining protests were 
unsuccessful.  By October 2014, the Chinese 
government declared that lands in Dzatoe 
(Ch: Zaduo) County, Jyekundo (Ch: Yushu) 
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181	 Kunsang Tenzin, Karma Dorjee, Richard Finney, “Four 

Tibetans held as ‘ringleaders’ in Chinese mine protest,” Radio 
Free Asia, 3 July 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/
news/tibet/ringleaders-07032014162158.html. 

182	 Karma Dorjee, Richard Finney, “Tibetan women attacked, 
beaten at anti-mine rally,” Radio Free Asia, 2 July 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/rally-
07022014165303.html. 
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tap, Qinghai Province, are protected.188  This 
declaration reportedly stopped all mining 
operations in the area.189  Tibetans in the area had 
been protesting the mining operations since last 
year resulting in dozens of injuries and at least 8 
people detained.190  Protesters who were detained 
last year have reportedly been released.191

C.  Crackdown in Diru County 

The Chinese government considers Diru County 
a politically unstable area from which unrest, if 
left unchecked, may spread to other Tibetan 
regions.192  As such, Diru County, in particular, 
has been the target of an extensive Chinese 
crackdown. Diru County first became a target for 
Chinese repression in 2006, when local Tibetans 
responded to a call by the Dalai Lama to abandon 
the wearing of animal furs and travelled to Lhasa to 
pray the Dalai Lama’s long life. Since 2009, Diru 
has had more self-immolation protests challenging 
Beijing’s rule than any other area in tar.193  These 
self-immolation protests in Diru County have 
undermined the tar leadership’s claim that no 
self-immolation occurred in tar. Then, during 
the second half of 2013 and this year, protests 
and violent suppression of protests has escalated 
in Diru County resulting in a further crackdown 
in the region.

Since 8 July 2013, prc authorities began 
implementing the party’s “adhering to mass 
line and building harmony” campaign in Diru 
County and the surrounding Nagchu (Ch: Naqu) 

188	 Lobsang Choephel, Guru Choegyi, Lhuboom, Karma Dorjee, 
Richard Finney, “Chinese mining is ordered stopped in 
Tibetan protest-hit Dzatoe,” Radio Free Asia, 23 Oct. 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/stopped-
10232014153844.html.  
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190	 Ibid.
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192	 Karma Dorjee, Richard Finney, “Chinese-flag-resisting Driru 

County Keeps Tibetan struggle alive,” Radio Free Asia, 15 
Jan. 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/
struggle-01152014165913.html.
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Prefecture, tar.194  The campaign includes political 
re-education classes for residents of the area as well 
as organizing “cultural dance shows” and forcing 
people to fly the Chinese national flag from their 
homes.195 

The forced display of the national flag has been a 
particularly contentious policy.  On 27 September 
2013, thousands of government officials and 
workers arrived in Nagchu and forced residents 
to raise the Chinese national flag above their 
residences.196  The next day, residents of the Mowa 
and Monchen villages197 protested the policy by 
throwing the flags into a river.198  The People’s 
Armed Police (pap) opened fire on the villagers 
using anti-riot projectiles, leading to an open 
confrontation.199  Ultimately, the pap officers 
beat and detained at least 40 Mowa villagers who 
appealed against the forceful suppression of the 
protests, including Tsering Gyaltsen, who was 
hospitalized.200

The next month, October 2013, PRC officials 
detained Dorje Dragtsal for participating in 
the protests against compulsory flag display.201 
He reportedly had been ‘‘especially vocal’’ in 
disapproving political education campaigns.202  
Then local Tibetans from Dathang Township 
defied official orders and called for Dorje 

194	 “Diru under lockdown: one Tibetan sentenced; more injured 
by gunshots and disappeared,” TCHRD, 8 Oct. 2013, 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/diru-under-
lockdown-one-tibetan-sentenced-more-injured-by-gunshots-
and-disappeared/#more-2746. 
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Dragstel’s immediate release.203  The protest was 
violently suppressed by about 300 security forces 
using guns and iron batons.204  Two days later, pap 
security forces opened fire on Tibetan protesters 
in Diru.205  At least 50 protesters were injured and 
4 killed.206

By the end of December 2013, over 1,000 Tibetans 
had been detained in Diru since the start of the 
September crackdown just over three months 
earlier. Among the detained were three young 
Tibetans who were suspected of burning the prc 
flag during a protest.207

In January 2014, Chinese paramilitary police 
targeted three Diru monasteries. They surrounded 
Drongna Monastery, Tarmoe Monastery, and 
Rabten Monastery for weeks. Eventually, all 
three monasteries were closed.208  The police were 
assigned there to enforce political re-education 
programs and screen for dissident monks.209  In the 
months before the Drongna monastery was closed 
its head instructor and the principle chant master 
were detained.210  The chant master, Thardoe 
Gyaltsen was sentenced to 18 years imprisonment. 
The reason for the long prison sentence remains 
unclear.211  It is believed that he was targeted for 

203	  “Diru under lockdown: one Tibetan sentenced; more injured 
by gunshots and disappeared,” TCHRD, 8 Oct. 2013, 
available at: http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/diru-under-
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Asia, 7 Jan. 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/
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county,” TCHRD, 4 April 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/04/monk-sentenced-to-18-years-in-prison-
in-restive-diru-county/. 

starting Tibetan language and culture classes as 
well as keeping pictures of the Dalai Lama.212

In March 2014, the families of Tsultrim Gyaltsen 
and Yulgyal were informed that Tsultrim Gyaltsen 
and Yulgyal had been sentenced to 13 and 10 years 
imprisonment respectively on 28 October 2013 
for their involvement in resisting the Chinese 
national flag campaign. It was the first news the 
families had since Tsultrim Gyaltsen and Yulgyal 
were arrested approximately six months earlier.213  
Many Tibetans from Tengkhar and Rishing villages 
in Bomphin Township sent continual appeals 
to authorities for the two men’s release.214 This 
resulted in monetary fines and even detainment 
for those who sent the appeals.215

By mid-2014, prc authorities showed no signs of 
slowing down their crackdown of Diru County.  
Instead, the Diru County crackdown escalated 
even further.  For example, in July 2014, tchrd 
received and translated the Tibetan version 
of a Diru County regulation imposing strict 
punishments for failure to abide by the regulation, 
which prohibits freedom of movement, speech, and 
religion.216  This regulation was issued in addition 
to the continuing arrests and disappearances of 
Tibetans who protest Chinese policies (such as 
mining operations).217

Then in September, Chinese authorities doubled 
the amount of roadblocks on the road leading 
to Diru County and beat travellers who showed 
annoyance at the delay.218 Sometimes they were 
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also detained and forced to undergo 15-20 days 
of political re-education.219 Other travellers were 
fined up to 7,000 yuan (US$1,141.11) when 
they were stopped.220  If they could not afford 
to pay the fine, their driving license and other 
documents were seized.221  Furthermore, Chinese 
authorities expanded a police detention centre at 
Tsamdo Township in Diru County in anticipation 
of further arrests of Diru residents who resisted 
forced displays of loyalty to Beijing.222  Chinese 
authorities also forced Diru county residents to 
take part in a boycotted annual picnic festival, 
which had previously been halted by Diru residents 
after the wave of self-immolations swept through 
Tibet five years ago.223  Chinese officials coerced 
residents into participating or risk being banned 
from collecting caterpillar fungus, a lucrative 
source of income for many Tibetans.224

In October 2014 Chinese authorities ordered the 
destruction of all recently built religious structures. 
This included all stupas, mani stones, and shrines 
built after 2010 and all retreat facilities built 
after November 2011.225  They also ordered the 
expulsion of all monks 12 years old or younger, 
from their monasteries.226  Families who refuse 
to take their children back risk being detained 
anywhere from 6 months to 3 years.227

Most recently, Ngawang Monlam, the headman of 
Ushung Village in Gyashoe Yangshok Township, 
in Diru County was detained and killed. He 
was killed on the orders of Secretary of the Diru 
County Party Committee.228
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http://www.tchrd.org/2014/12/arbitrary-arrests-extrajudicial-
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III.  Violations of the right to   	
       freedom of peaceful  
       assembly in Tibet

In 2014, the prc systematically used violence 
to disperse peaceful protests.  These tactics 
include firing live ammunition into crowds, 
beating protesters with batons, or using tear gas. 
Furthermore, arbitrary punishments, such as 
punishing family members, unlawful searches, 
detention, or torture, for participating in peaceful 
protests also violate Tibetans’ fundamental human 
right to freedom of peaceful assembly. Because 
these restrictions are not supported by the treaty 
language, legality, proportionality, or necessary 
for a democratic society, they are not permissible 
restrictions to the right of freedom assembly. 
Therefore, in 2014, the prc violated the right to 
freedom of peaceful assembly in Tibet. 

A.  Treaty Language

Any permissible restriction to the right of freedom 
of assembly must be one of the narrow justifications 
in Article 21 of the iccpr. The most relevant of 
these narrow exceptions are public safety, national 
security, and public order. All of these restrictions 
should be interpreted strictly and in favour of the 
right.229 None of these justifications allow the prc’s 
restriction on the right of freedom of assembly in 
Tibet. 

For a threat to public safety to exist a protest must 
be violent. The public safety exception requires that 
the State intervene to protect people from physical 
harm or serious damage to their property.230 This 
is only possible in the context of a violent protest. 
Accordingly, the odihr guidelines specifically 
state that the public safety exception “must not 
be exploited to justify the prohibition or dispersal 

229	 UN Commission on Human Rights, The Siracusa Principles on 
the Limitation and Derogation Provisions in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Siracusa Principles), 
28 September 1984, E/CN.4/1985/4, para. 3. 
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of peaceful assemblies.”231 The protests in Tibet 
are non-violent, for instance villagers raising their 
thumbs to signify begging. 

The national security exception is equally 
inapplicable to the protests in Tibet. The odihr 
guidelines state that the exception is rarely 
applicable to peaceful gatherings.232  This is 
because the term “national security” cannot be 
invoked as a reason for imposing limitations to 
prevent merely local or isolated threats to law 
and order.233 Even in the case of Diru, where the 
prc fears protests could spread from, the national 
security exception is inapplicable. This is because, 
as long as the protests remain non-violent, they 
cannot threaten the security of the prc. Instead, 
as recognized by the UN General Assembly, 
among others, the exercise of the right of freedom 
of peaceful assembly—even during protests—
strengthens a State.234 

Public order includes the rules that are required 
for society to function, including respect for 
human rights.235 Because this includes human 
rights, a restriction on the exercise of the freedom 
of peaceful assembly cannot automatically be 
considered a threat to public order. Furthermore, 
there must be some evidence that the non-violent 
protests is a threat to public order. However, as 
the consistent reprisals against Tibetan exercising 
the right to freedom of assembly demonstrate, 
protests are restricted merely because they are 
protests. Such a broad application of public order 
would create an exception so wide that it would 
render the rule meaningless. 

Therefore, because the restrictions on the right 
of freedom of assembly cannot be justified as 
public safety, national security, or public order, 
the restrictions are impermissible for violating the 
treaty language.  

231	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, p. 50.
232	 Ibid at 53.
233	 Ibid at 54.
234	 The right to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, 

UN Doc. No. A/HRC/RES/24/5 (8 Oct. 2005).
235	S iracusa Principles, para. 22.

B.  Legality

For a restriction to be permissible it must fulfil 
the principle of legality. The principle of legality 
requires that any restriction have a legal basis 
that conforms to international standards.236  This 
includes the law being sufficiently precise to enable 
an individual to assess whether or not his or her 
conduct is in breach of the law.237

The prc does not provide explicit legal justification 
for its use of violence or arbitrary detention 
to suppress peaceful protests.  Instead, it often 
denies using violence against protesters. One can 
examine the charges it raises against detained 
protesters in order to adduce what the PRC might 
claim as the “legal basis in law” for its suppression 
of peaceful assemblies. For example, protesters 
who are detained, subsequently charged, and 
incarcerated for their participation in peaceful 
protests, have been charged with “promoting 
separatism,”238 “splittism,”239 “creating social 
turmoil,”240 or “committing actions against 
China’s constitution,”241 among other charges.  
At least one protester was charged with “illegally 
gathering a crowd.”242
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Under Part 2 (“Specific Provisions”) of the 
Chinese Criminal Code, the charges above most 
likely derive from either Chapter 1 (“Crimes of 
Endangering National Security”) or Chapter 
6 (“Crimes of Disturbing Public Order”).  For 
these laws to conform to international standard 
they must fulfil two elements: (1) foreseeability; 
and (2) the law must conform to international 
human rights standards. In the context of the 
Kardze protests, the anti-mining protests, and the 
Diru county crackdown, the legality prong of this 
analysis is not satisfied.

For example, in December 2013, three Tibetans 
were sentenced to up to 13 years in prison for 
their participation in anti-mining protests at 
Naghla Dzamba Mountain.243  They were charged 
with “actions aimed at splitting Tibetan areas 
from China.”244 Protesters are frequently accused 
of attempting to split the State and the law is 
notoriously vague. 

Article 103 of the Chinese Criminal Code states 
in pertinent part, 

Among those who organize, plot or carry 
out the scheme of splitting the State or 
undermining unity of the country, the 
ringleaders and the others who commit 
major crimes shall be sentenced

This law does not meet the foreseeability 
requirement.  This language is not sufficiently 
precise to enable an individual to assess whether 
or not his or her conduct is in breach of the 
law. There is no explanation of what constitutes 
splitting the State or undermining the unity of 
the country. A participant in a peaceful assembly 
meant to protest mining operations would have no 
idea that their participation would be considered  
“splittism” from the language in Article 103.  
Thus, the arbitrary detention of the three Tibetans 

243	P ema Ngodup, Karma Dorjee, Richard Finney, “China jails 
three Tibetans over anti-mining protests,” Radio Free Asia, 
23 Dec. 2013, available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/
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mentioned above solely for their participation in 
an otherwise peaceful anti-mining protest does 
not satisfy the legality prong of this analysis.

Another common law used to restrict the right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly is “illegally 
gathering a crowd.” In January 2014, a monk 
in Diru County, known for his advocacy for the 
preservation of Tibetan culture, was sentenced 
to 10 years imprisonment under the charge of 
“illegally gathering a crowd.”  This charge most 
likely derives from Article 296 of the Chinese 
Criminal Code, which states in pertinent part,

Where an assembly, a procession or a 
demonstration is held with no application 
made in accordance with the provisions 
of law or no permission granted for 
the application or where it is held not in 
accordance with the time for start and stop, 
venue and routes permitted by the competent 
authorities, and the order of dismission 
is disobeyed and public order seriously 
disrupted, the persons who are in charge 
and the persons who are directly responsible 
for the assembly, procession or demonstration 
shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment 
of not more than five years…

By requiring organizers of an assembly to apply to 
the government for permission this law conflicts 
with international standards. According to odihr 
guidelines, “[a]s a fundamental right, freedom of 
assembly should be enjoyed without regulation 
insofar as is possible…and those wishing to assemble 
should not be required to obtain permission to 
do so…it is the responsibility of the state to put 
in place adequate mechanisms and procedures 
to ensure that the enjoyment of the freedom is 
practical and not unduly bureaucratic.”245 

In a 2012 report to the un General Assembly on 
the best practices with regards to the freedom 
of peaceful assembly, Kiai writes, “[t]he Special 
Rapporteur believes that the exercise of fundamental 

245	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, p. 35. 
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freedoms should not be subject to previous 
authorization by the authorities…but at most to a 
prior notification procedure, whose rationale is to 
allow the State authorities to facilitate the exercise 
of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly…”246 
The odihr guidelines and the Special Rapporteur’s 
best practices together form an authoritative 
statements of the international standard. Article 
296 of the Chinese Criminal Code violates that 
standard by expressively rejecting international 
human rights standards regarding the freedom of 
peaceful assembly.  Therefore, legality requirement 
is not satisfied on this ground because the “legal 
basis in law” does not conform to international 
human rights standards.

C.  Proportionality

Any restriction on the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly must also be proportionate.  When 
assessing the proportionality of a restriction, 
States must balance the nature and extent of the 
interference against the reason for interfering.247  
The extent of the interference should be narrowly 
tailored and only cover the purposes that justify 
it.248  Furthermore, the least intrusive means 
should always be given preference.249

In Kardze peaceful protests were violently 
suppressed.  prc security officials opened fire using 
tear gas and live ammunition to disperse protesters 
who were advocating for the release of a respected 
village leaders by holding their thumbs up in the 
air, a symbolic gesture for begging.250 

The balance between the interference and its 
246	 UNSR Best Practices Report, p. 8.
247	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, p. 39.
248	 Ibid.
249	 Ibid at p. 16.
250	 “Tibetans allege another protester close to death from Chinese 

police beating,” Voice of America, 11 Sept. 2014, available 
at: http://m.voatibetanenglish.com/a/2446624.html; Sonam 
Wangdue, Dorjee Damdul, Parameswaran Ponnudurai, 
“Chinese police open fire at Tibetan protest, nearly a dozen 
wounded,” Radio Free Asia, 13 Aug. 2014, available at: http://
www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/shooting-08132014220307.
html.

reason is disproportionate. Here, the government 
used lethal force to disperse an otherwise peaceful 
assembly of people holding their thumbs in the air.  
The prc has not offered an official justification for 
the use of force. Any justification of proportionality 
must be 1) relevant and sufficient; 2) convincing 
and compelling; and 3) based on “an acceptable 
assessment of the relevant facts.251 In Kardze, the 
prc has not tried, and cannot, meet these criteria.  
Therefore, without a permissible justification, the 
use of lethal force to suppress the Kardze protests 
was disproportionate and a violation of Tibetans’ 
right to freedom of peaceful assembly.

In Diru County, prc security officials used similar 
force when they opened fire on a group of Tibetans 
protesting the crackdown on Diru forcing them 
to show loyalty to the prc by flying the Chinese 
national flags from the roofs of their homes.252  
The next month, they detained one Tibetan 
man, Dorje Dragtsal, for his participation in the 
protests.253  When local villagers gathered to protest 
for his release, security personnel responded with 
violence. At least 4 protesters were killed.254

The use of lethal force to disperse the protesting 
residents of Diru County is disproportionate for 
the same reasons as the Kardze protests.  Like the 
Kardze protests, here, residents either gathered 
peacefully to protest forced displays of loyalty 
or for the release of their fellow protesters.  Like 
the Kardze protests, there were no accusations 
of violence, nor was any compelling and 
demonstrable evidence put forth that imminent 
violence would result or that the participants 
intended to use violence.  Therefore, the violent 
nature of the interference combined with the great 
extent to which the interference denied Tibetans’ 
of Diru County their fundamental human right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly greatly outweighs 
any need for that interference.

251	 ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, p. 40.
252	C ongressional Executive Commission on China, “2014 Annual 

Report,” One Hundred and Thirteenth Congress, Second 
Session, 9 October 2014, p. 181.

253	 Ibid.
254	 Ibid.
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The specific incidences analysed above are 
examples from 2014 of how the Tibetan people’s 
fundamental human right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly was, not just restricted, but denied to 
them by the prc in 2014. 

D.  Necessary in a Democratic Society

The final requirement to justify a restriction 
on the right to freedom of assembly is that the 
restriction be necessary in a democratic society. 
For a restriction to be necessary there must be 
address a pressing social need.255  In the context 
of the three peaceful protests analysed above, 
there was no pressing social need for the use of 
deadly force on non-violent protesters.  All of the 
protesters were peaceful. As such the State has a 
positive obligations to uphold and protect the right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly.  Instead, the prc 
arbitrarily detained participants. The detention of 
participants of a protest is only permissible in the 
most pressing situations, when failure to detain 
would result in the commission of serious criminal 
offenses.256 The restrictions were not necessary and 
undermined democratic values in Tibet.

The right to freedom of assembly is necessary for 
good governance, transparency, and accountability. 
Rather than protect the right the prc has 
undermined it. In doing so the prc failed to fulfil 
its international legal obligations. The restrictions 
placed on the right to freedom of assembly in 
2014 were not permitted by international law. 
The restrictions are not permissible under the 
treaty language, were not provided for by a law 
that conformed to international standards, were 
disproportionate, and not necessary for a democratic 
society. As a result, the restrictions violated the 
prc’s international legal commitments.

255	  Ibid.
256	  ODIHR Peaceful Assembly Guidelines, p. 61.

IV.  Conclusion & 				 
      Recommendations

The recently revealed facts about the violent 
suppression of the 2008 protests renew important 
questions about PRC’s policies with regards to the 
suppression of peaceful assemblies in Tibet.

The examples analysed above about the violent 
suppression of anti-mining protests, Kardze 
protests, and the current crackdown in Diru 
county, serve not only as indicators of the current 
human rights situation in Tibet, but also as a 
microcosm of issues that have been pervading the 
life of Tibetans for many years.

These examples illustrate two important points.  
First, that current PRC policies and practices with 
regards to peaceful assembly suppression, such as 
the use of lethal force and arbitrary punishment, 
does not conform with international human 
rights standards and violates the PRC’s legal 
obligations to recognize, uphold, and protect 
Tibetans’ fundamental human right to freedom 
of peaceful assembly pursuant to numerous multi-
lateral human rights treaties as well as its own 
constitution.  Second, these examples show that 
the violation of Tibetans’ right to freedom of 
peaceful assembly by PRC security officials is not 
only continuing with impunity, but also escalating 
without much international awareness.  

Accordingly, the Tibetan Centre for Human 
Rights and Democracy recommends that:

The PRC immediately conform its 1.	
practices, with regards to peaceful assembly, 
to international human rights standards 
by referring to United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and of association, 
Maini Kiai’s, report (21 May 2012) to 
the UN Human Rights Council on best 
practices.

The PRC immediately end its policy of 2.	
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allowing security officials, such as the 
People’s Armed Police, to resort to lethal 
force to suppress peaceful assemblies.  In 
particular, the PRC must immediately stop 
the practice of firing live ammunition into 
crowds of protesters as a means to disperse 
otherwise peaceful assemblies.

The PRC immediately end the practice of 3.	
arbitrarily detaining protesters merely for 
their participation in peaceful assemblies. 

The PRC, instead of cracking down 4.	
on peaceful protesters, crack down on 
government official corruption, focusing 
on government officers who regularly 
practice arbitrary detention and torture of 
peaceful protesters, pursuant to the Chinese 
Criminal Code, Part Two, Chapter 4 
(“Crimes Infringing Upon Citizens’ Right 
of the Person and Democratic Rights”), 
Articles 237, 238, 245, 247, 248, and 
251.

Kiai send an urgent appeal to the PRC, 5.	
urging it to not only conform its policies 
and practices to international human 
rights standards, but also to ratify the 
human rights treaties to which it is a 
State party and has yet to ratify, such as 
the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights.

Kiai renew his request for an invitation to 6.	
conduct a fact-finding country visit to the 
PRC in order to assess the current situation 
in Tibet regarding the right to freedom of 
peaceful assembly.

The international community assert more pressure 
on the PRC to conform its policies and practices to 
international human rights standards, to ratify the 
human rights treaties to which it is a State party 
and has yet to ratify, such as the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and to 
sign and ratify the human rights treaties that it is 
not currently a States’ party to.
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I.  Expansion of Security State

In 2014, the People’s Republic of China (prc) 
substantially expanded the security state in Tibet. 
This included policies designed to place Tibetans 
under constant human and digital surveillance, 
promoting internal security officials, and building 
the infrastructure necessary to carry out and 
escalate the harsh policies. 

The prc considers maintaining stability in Tibet 
key to its overall stability. In Tibet, there have been 
various forms of popular non-violent resistance 
against the prc’s occupation since 1949. The 
prc has uniformly responded by implementing 
repressive policies. This has reached the point 
where, according to a senior Chinese Communist 
Party (ccp) official, authorities in charge of Tibet 
believe they can only address Tibetan protests 
with increased investment and harsher policies.257 
Even as these policies fail to end Tibetan protests, 
hardliners within the prc attempt to expand the 
security state and the repressive policies in Tibet. 

Following the outbreak of widespread protests in 
2008, the Chinese authorities drastically increased 
state measures and the militarization of Tibet. 
This resulted in arbitrary detentions and arrests, 
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, 
restricted mobility, and heightened surveillance 
of Tibetans. The increase of the security state in 
Tibet became more pronounced after the self-

257	 Andreas Lorenz, ‘Anything But Humane’: Tibetan Exposes 
Tibet from the Inside, 13 July, 2013, available at: http://
www.spiegel.de/international/world/tibetan-official-to-expose-
chinese-abuses-from-the-inside-in-book-a-911405-druck.
html.

immolation protests began in 2009. The number 
of paramilitary forces tasked with suppressing 
protests has increased particularly in areas hit by 
self-immolation protests.

The expansion of the security state in Tibet has had 
two predictable results. First, human rights abuses 
perpetrated by the security state have increased. 
The prc’s police play a pivotal role in deaths in 
detention, collective punishment, the violation 
of the right to freedom of assembly, torture, and 
other human rights abuses in Tibet. Despite this, 
they also enjoy impunity. 

Impunity for human rights abuses leads to the 
second result of the expansion of the security 
state—the security forces becomes more concerned 
with self-preservation both by maintaining 
impunity and by expanding their power, than 
with what is best for the State or people. Darius 
Rejali,258 one of the foremost experts on torture, 
noted in a 2008 interview with the Carnegie 
Council, “organizations that torture and have 
regulated torture typically become less responsive 
to centralized authority. They simply become less 
accountable.”259

The prc’s Public Security Bureau (psb) officers have 
accumulated enormous powers in the past decades 
as ‘stability maintenance’ assumed a key position 
in the prc. The police and armed forces such as the 

258	 Darius Rejali, Professor of Political Science, Reed College, 
http://academic.reed.edu/poli_sci/faculty/rejali/.

259	 Joanne Myers, Torture and Democracy interview with Darius 
Rejali, Carnegie Council, 18 March 2008, available at: https://
www.carnegiecouncil.org/studio/multimedia/20080318/
index.html/:pf_printable.
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psb and People’s Armed Police (pap) play a crucial 
role in developing and implementing ‘stability 
maintenance’ measures. The prc’s “decentralized 
Leninist policing system” allows party officials at all 
levels to control the police force in their region.260 
In 2014, the coercive leadership, including 
the psb and pap, saw repressive policies in Tibet 
come to fruition. They also began building the 
infrastructure to enable more repressive policies. 
This included not just the physical construction 
of infrastructure but also expanding funding for 
security services in Tibet.

A.  Policies

In May and June 2014, anti-terror military drills 
including training sessions on combating self-
immolation, protests, terrorism, and stability 
maintenance were held in Ngari (Ch: Ali) 
Prefecture in Tibet Autonomous Region (tar) and 
Kardze Tibetan Autonmous Prefecture (tap) in 
Sichuan Province.261 These large-scale anti-terror 
drills were an extension of a similar campaign 
in Xinjiang. They precipitated an escalation of 
security build-up and militarisation of the Tibetan 
plateau. 

The escalation of security and military forces in 
Tibet is part of a larger policy that focuses on 
using repressive tactics that violate human rights 
in Tibet. Many of the harsh policies in place in 
Tibet in 2014 originated when Zhou Yongkang 
was the prc’s national security chief. Other policies 
are designed to ensure that coercive leaders in 
Tibet support the ccp. All of these policies are 
well funded by the prc. These actions are the 
foundation that the human rights abuses and 
repressive policies in Tibet rely on. 

1.  The Legacy of Zhou Yongkang

Zhou Yongkang was a member of the Politburo 

260	 Handbook of China’s Governance and Domestic Politics 
(English) (Hardcover), 2012, Routledge, Eds. Chris Ogden

261	 New aggressive “counter-terrorism” campaign expands 
from Xinjiang to Tibet with increased militarization of the 
plateau

Standing Committee and the national security chief 
in 2006 when he created a number of domestic 
stability policies.262 In 2014, Zhou Yongkang was 
expelled from the ccp, arrested, and accused of 
being “a thief, a bully, a philanderer and a traitor 
who disclosed state secrets.”263 Despite this, Zhou 
Yongkang’s internal security policies are still being 
implemented. 

Before Zhou Yongkang joined the Politburo 
Standing Committee, he was the Party Secretary 
of Sichuan Province.264 In Sichuan, he adopted 
restrictive policies that blurred the line between 
legal and illegal police conduct. To implement 
these policies he increased the security state and 
oversaw burgeoning domestic security budget. 
These policies enabled the brutal crackdown on 
the 2008 protests in Tibet and the 2009 protests 
in Xinjiang. They also foreshadowed the nation-
wide policies he would develop as the national 
security chief. 

Zhou Yongkang’s 2006 policies leaving a similar 
brutal legacy as those he implemented in Sichuan. 
In particular, the “Three Basics” Construction 
Project’ (Ch: san ji gongcheng jianshe) has increased 
surveillance and repression in Tibet. It consists 
of three goals: 1) ‘getting a firm grasp on basic 
levels’ (Ch: zhua jiceng); 2) ‘establishing a solid 
foundation’ (Ch: da jiben) for basic-level police 
work; and 3) training hard on basic skills (Ch: 
ku lian jiben gong).265 In 2009, the then-Ministry 
of Public Security executive vice-minister Yang 
Huanning summarised the work of ‘Three Basics’ 
program as, “sending people to the grassroots, 

262	C hinese Leaders: Zhou Yongkang, International Tibet 
Network, available at: http://chinese-leaders.org/zhou-
yongkang/.

263	 Tiger in the Net, The Economist, 13 Dec. 2014, available 
at: http://www.economist.com/news/china/21636086-zhou-
yongkang-may-well-have-been-corrupt-his-real-problem-was-
losing-power-struggle-tiger. 

264	C hinese Leaders: Zhou Yongkang, International Tibet 
Network, available at: http://chinese-leaders.org/zhou-
yongkang/.

265	 Murray Scott Tanner, Internal Security, in Chris Ogden (ed) 
Handbook of China’s Governance and Domestic Politics, 
Routledge 2013, p. 91.
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allocating money to the grassroots level, and 
selecting cadres from the grassroots level.”266

The ‘Three Basics’ enable police and armed forces 
to penetrate deep into grassroots communities and 
villages to establish control and maintain stability. 
It was aimed at increasing the police presence at 
the most basic levels—streets and neighbourhoods 
in urban areas and villages or groups of villages 
in rural areas. In 2006, as part of another policy, 
the mps announced its ‘Decision on Carrying 
Out the Strategy of Neighbourhood and Village 
Police Affairs’ that called for the establishment of 
new police units in neighbourhoods (Ch: shequ) 
and villages (Ch: nongcun) nation-wide. This was 
the first time that the prc’s police power worked 
directly at the village, instead of the county, 
level.267 

In addition to new policies designed to impose 
security more efficiently and more locally, the prc 
has taken steps to institutionalise and prioritise 
the security services. At the Third Plenum in 
2013, Xi Jinping announced the creation of a 
National Security Council (nsc) that he would 
chair. The nsc held its first meeting in April 2014. 
At the meeting the nsc announced that its role 
is to ensure both internal and external stability, 
which would lead to precondition for economic 
development.268 The creation of the nsc reinforces 
the role of stability maintenance at the core of 
Beijing’s political priorities. The prc’s foreign 
ministry spokesperson Qin Gang said that the 
purpose of the nsc was, among others, to “make 
terrorists, extremists and separatists nervous.”269 
The creation of the nsc at the highest echelons 
of power demonstrates the expanding network of 
government and party bureaucracies in stability 
266	 Ibid at p. 92.
267	 Ibid.
268	S hannon Tiezzi, China’s National Security Commission 

Holds First Meeting, The Diplomat, 16 April 2014, 
http://thediplomat.com/2014/04/chinas-national-security-
commission-holds-first-meeting/.

269	C hina Creates Security Committee With Warning to Terrorists, 
Bloomberg News, 13 November 2013, http://www.bloomberg.
com/news/2013-11-13/china-s-communist-party-establishes-
a-new-state-security-panel.html.

maintenance work and the need to coordinate 
their activities through a centrally-commanded 
commission chaired by the prc’s president.

2.  Promoting Coercive Leaders in Tibet

To ensure that the ccp’s rule is not threatened, 
it incorporates the military and police leaders, 
collectively known as coercive leaders, into its core 
leadership team (Ch: lingdao banzi).270 The prc’s 
State Political Security Bureau (Ch: guojia zhengzhi 
baowei ju) is a replication of Stalin’s State Political 
Directorate, which later became the kgb.271 Since 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the former 
Soviet Republics gained independence, the police 
force in the prc has increased dramatically. Between 
1986 and 2006, the number of police in the prc 
grew eight times faster than the population.272 This 
is an alarming trend given that the unrestrained 
power enjoyed by the prc’s security organisations 
enables the police to violate human rights with 
impunity. The creation of a culture of impunity 
allows torture and other human rights abuses to 
flourish.

In 2014, coercive leaders working in Tibet were 
promoted with the core leadership teams. First, 
in July, the commander and political commissar 
of the People’s Liberation Army in the tar were 
given a rank higher than most other provincial-
level military officers.273 Then in October, the 
prc’s Central Military Commission promoted the 
political commissar of the Armed Police Corps of 
the tar to a position equal to that of a provincial 
or ministerial level.274 These promotions increased 

270	 Yuhua Wang, Empowering the Police: How the Chinese 
Communist Party Manages Its Coercive Leaders, p. 2, 
available at: http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~yuhuaw/yuhuawang/
Research_files/Empowering%20the%20police.pdf. 

271	 Ibid at 3.
272	 Ibid at 4.
273	C hinese military promotes Tibet paramilitary unit’s political 

chief in ‘unusual’ move, 8 Oct. 2014, SCMP, http://www.
scmp.com/news/china-insider/article/1612045/chinese-
military-promotes-tibet-paramilitary-units-political.

274	 Tibet Armed Police commissar’s political status upgraded, 
Global Times, 8 Oct. 2014, http://www.globaltimes.cn/
content/885019.shtml.
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the prestige and influence of the positions. This in 
turn underscored the importance the prc places on 
security in Tibet. In particular, the promotion of 
the political commissar, whose job is to articulate 
party ideology among armed forces, above the 
commanding officer, asserted party control over 
security forces.

At the same time that the prc is increasing the 
importance and prominence of security personnel 
in Tibet, it is also ensuring that all security 
personnel are ideologically pure. In November 
2014, Global Times published a story stating that 
officials in the tar who still sympathise with the 
Dalai Lama would be punished.275

3.  Funding

In 2011, Human Rights Watch looked at the 
public security budget 
in Sichuan Province by 
prefecture.276 The data 
revealed that in 2006 the 
prc drastically increased 
its per capita spending on 
public security in Ngaba 
tap and Kardze tap. By 
2009, the public security 
spending in Ngaba was 
five times higher than 
the average of the non-
Tibetan parts of Sichuan 
Province.277 This trend 
has not changed since 
2009.

2013 was the fourth consecutive year that the prc’s 

275	 Dalai Lama backers among officials to be punished, Global 
Times, 5 Nov. 2014, available at: http://www.globaltimes.cn/
content/890063.shtml. 

276	C hina: End Crackdown on Tibetan Monasteries, Human 
Rights Watch, 12 Oct. 2011, available at: http://www.
hrw.org/news/2011/10/12/china-end-crackdown-tibetan-
monasteries. 

277	C hina: End Crackdown on Tibetan Monasteries, Human 
Rights Watch, 12 Oct. 2011, available at: http://www.
hrw.org/news/2011/10/12/china-end-crackdown-tibetan-
monasteries.

domestic security budget surpassed its external 
security budget. In 2013, the prc’s total public 
security budget was 769 billion yuan (US$124.8 
billion), an increase of more than 67 billion yuan 
(about US$10.8 billion) from 2012. The prc’s 
public security budget from 2007 to 2012 in the 
tar increased annually by 28% and in Xinjiang 
by 27%.278 The brutal and systematic crackdown 
on the 2008 Tibetan protests coincided with 
the unprecedented rise in the prc’s domestic 
security budget that exceeded its national defence 
spending.279

According to the most recent official data, the 
prc spends more per capita on public security in 
the tar than in any other region or province. In 
2012, the prc spent 2008 yuan (US$322.90) per 
capita on public security in the tar.280 This was 
over 75% more than the per capita spending in 

the next highest region—Beijing. It was also 3.6 
times higher than the national average of 552.77 
yuan (US$88.89).281 

278	C ECC 2014 Annual Report.
279	S tudy Points to Heavy-Handed Repression of Tibetan Area 

in China, 12 October 2011, New York Times, http://www.
nytimes.com/2011/10/13/world/asia/study-points-to-heavy-
handed-repression-of-tibetan-area-in-china.html?_r=0.

280	C hinese Statistical Yearbook, People’s Republic of China, Chs. 
3(5), 9(5), available at: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2013/
indexeh.htm. 

281	 Ibid.
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B.   Implementation

Since 2011, the Chinese authorities have 
implemented new security measures to maintain 
political stability in Tibet. The implementation of 
new repressive campaigns has proved particularly 
devastating for Tibetans and their ability to defend 
and exercise their human rights. In 2014, Tibetans 
felt the impact of these policies. However, some 
of the measures in Tibet are only beginning to be 
implemented. This suggests that the prc intends 
to increase its repressive policies in the coming 
years. 

In 2014, stability maintenance work in Tibet 
involved increased monitoring and surveillance, the 
construction of hundreds of new police posts and 
the stationing of thousands of officials and cadres 
in grassroots Tibetan communities. Campaigns 
such as the “Benefit the Masses, Solidify the 
Foundation” (Ch: qianji huimin), and “The Grid 
Management” system (Ch: wangge), as well as the 
development of permanent infrastructure and 
increased roadblocks and checkpoints are all part 
of the ‘stability maintenance’ work in Tibet. 

1.  ‘Benefit the Masses, Solidify the 			 
     Foundations’

The former-deputy director of the tar People’s 
Congress, Ma Zebi, said the ‘Solidify the 
Foundation’ campaign was “the largest and most 
extensive coverage” of the tar by grassroots cadres 
since 1951.282 By September 2013, two years after 
it was launched, the three-year campaign brought 
over 60,000 cadres to 5,459 villages and 1,877 
monastic institutions in the tar. Though specific 
numbers are not available, the campaign is also 
being implemented in other Tibetan autonomous 
areas such as Drango (Ch: Luhuo) County and 

282	  Beatings, detention, threats after Tibetans reject China’s 
‘Mass Line’ policy in Diru, TCHRD, 5 Oct. 2013, available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/beatings-detention-threats-
after-tibetans-reject-chinas-mass-line-policy-in-diru/. 

Ngaba (Ch: Aba) County in Sichuan Province.283 

Ostensibly, the cadres stationed in Tibetan villages 
help villagers develop infrastructure, utilities, and 
libraries. However, in practice, cadres either work 
as village level party secretaries or as ‘work team’ 
cadres running political education campaigns 
and espionage. The cadres’ major responsibilities 
include increasing village party membership 
and party committees, intensifying village 
“social stability maintenance”, “deepening the 
struggle” against followers of the Dalai Lama, and 
“strengthening the management and education of 
monks and nuns.”284 Also, in accordance with the 
“Six Ones” policy, cadres are expected to establish 
files on every monk and nun that includes 
detailed information on their family and personal 
background.285

In August 2013, shortly after armed police fired 
into a crowd of Tibetan worshippers in Tawu (Ch: 
Daofu) County in Sichuan Province, state media 
reported the implementation of five stability 
measures including grassroots cadre evaluation 
system, and the stationing of cadres in Tibetan 
villages and homes.286  

2.  Grid Management

In Tibetan towns and cities, China has implemented 
the ‘Grid’ Management system to increase the 
use of surveillance and repression of Tibetans. 
Designed to effectively uproot and crush problems 
before they are started, this system relies heavily on 
the collection of extensive information on ‘special’ 

283	  China: ‘Benefit the Masses’ Campaign Surveilling Tibetans, 
Human Rights Watch, 19 June 2013, available at: http://www.
hrw.org/news/2013/06/18/china-benefit-masses-campaign-
surveilling-tibetans. 

284	  Ibid.
285	  Beatings, detention, threats after Tibetans reject China’s 

‘Mass Line’ policy in Diru, TCHRD, 5 Oct. 2013, available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/beatings-detention-threats-
after-tibetans-reject-chinas-mass-line-policy-in-diru/.

286	  China’s white paper on Tibet suffers from human rights 
doublespeak, TCHRD, 24 Oct. 2013, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2013/10/chinas-white-paper-on-tibet-suffers-
from-human-rights-doublespeak-2/. 
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and ‘problematic’ groups. The establishment of 
‘convenience police posts’ (Ch: bianmin jingwu 
zhan) and the volunteer ‘Red Armband Patrols’ 
allow the government to constantly watch people 
and events in the affected Tibetan areas. With 
enough security personnel to constantly monitor 
the local population, as well as groups of volunteer 
‘Red Armband Patrols,’ surveillance has become 
an activity not only for the police, but also for a 
large portion of society. 

The Grid system is partly operated by locals who 
gather information on other locals with enough 
staff and personnel to constantly monitor people 
and event. The grid offices consist of civilians 
operating under the supervision of a ccp member 
who manages and controls operations.287 The 
grid system divides the local community into 
small units, each unit consisting of five to ten 
households. This makes it easier to monitor every 
member of a household and usually includes the 
collection of information about locals by locals. 

For example, in Shetongmon (Ch: Xietongmon) 
County in Shigatse Prefecture in tar, each unit 
consists of ten households: one household with 
party members, three rich households, three 
moderately rich households and three poor 
households. The presence of a household with 
party members is aimed at ensuring stability 
within the unit.288 Chinese state media reported 
that in each grid unit, unit inspectors are required 
to monitor and ‘educate’ a special group of people, 
such as youngsters, former political prisoners and 
others with political history. Each household 
should watch over activities of other households 
to fight challenges and create social stability.  In 
particular, each unit should prevent protests and 
petitioning by a large group of families against 

287	C hina: Alarming New Surveillance, Security in Tibet, Human 
Rights Watch, 20 March 2013, available at: http://www.hrw.
org/news/2013/03/20/china-alarming-new-surveillance-
security-tibet. 

288	 Beatings, detention, threats after Tibetans reject China’s ‘Mass 
Line’ policy in Diru, TCHRD, 5 Oct. 2013, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/beatings-detention-threats-
after-tibetans-reject-chinas-mass-line-policy-in-diru/.

the state development projects especially during 
relocation programs.289  

3.  Security Infrastructure

Alongside these campaigns, the Chinese authorities 
have increased the number of police stations and 
security offices in Tibet. Police stations are now 
being built near or inside monasteries. In 2014, 
security checkpoints also increased. Now there 
are checkpoints on almost every major highway 
and road in Tibet. By July 2012, the PRC had 
built 676 street-side “convenience police-posts” 
(Ch: bianmin jingwu zhan). In October 2014, 
a new 72-room psb office was built near Muge 
Monastery at Zungchu (Ch: Songpan) County 
in Ngaba tap, Sichuan Province. Monks are now 
required to receive permission from the psb office 
for all their activities and to travel.290 The psb 
facility is believed to contain detention cells. The 
police station may also serve to house government 
workers sent to monitor monks and run political 
education sessions. Zungchu County has had 
several instances of restriction and coercion, with 
a Tibetan Language competition being cancelled 
and nomadic farmlands being forcibly seized to 
make way for hydropower projects.291

Tibetans who have attempted to assert their rights 
and resist the expansion of the security state have 
been attacked. In December 2014, Tibetans in 
Dzamthang (Ch: Rangtang) County in Ngaba tap 
protested against being forced to sell their land, 
which is their only source of livelihood, so a police 
barracks could be built there. Four Tibetans were 

289	 Beatings, detention, threats after Tibetans reject China’s ‘Mass 
Line’ policy in Diru, TCHRD, 5 Oct. 2013, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2013/10/beatings-detention-threats-
after-tibetans-reject-chinas-mass-line-policy-in-diru/.

290	C hina Builds Police Post to Keep Tabs on Tibetan Monastery, 
Radio Free Asia, 10 Oct 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/builds-10102014163512.html.

291	C hina appropriates Tibetan farmlands in the name of 
hydropower projects, TCHRD, 12 July 2013, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2013/07/china-appropriates-tibetan-
farmlands-in-the-name-of-hydropower-projects-3/. 
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beaten including one who was hospitalised.292 

The prc is expanding a detention centre in Diru 
(Ch: Biru) County in Nagchu Prefecture in tar. 
The detention centre will become a major prison 
for people who actively oppose the prc and its 
policies.293 For over a year, Tibetans in Diru 
County have protested against forced displays of 
patriotism and repressive policies.

4.  Road Blocks and Checkpoints

Police are also using checkpoints to hinder travel. 
At best, the checkpoints are an inconvenience and 
increase travel times. However, the checkpoints 
are frequently used to restrict Tibetan’s right to 
travel and to extort fines.294 For example, there 
are eight checkpoints monitoring the 270km road 
between Nagchu County town and Diru County 
town in tar.295 At the checkpoints, all travel 
documents are checked and people who express 
annoyance are beaten and sometimes detained.296 
Stopping between checkpoints can result in a large 
fine or the revocation of driving licenses and other 
documents. 

The growing number of controls over movements 
of Tibetans complements the policy of prohibiting 
Tibetans from traveling to or from the tar. A less 
restrictive version of this policy was implemented 
after the 2008 protests. It became a total ban on 
after the twin self-immolation in May 2012 by 
two Tibetans from Amdo province in Lhasa.297 

292	 Four Tibetans ‘Severely Beaten’ for Refusing to Sell Land, 
Radio Free Asia, 2 Jan. 2015, available at: http://www.rfa.org/
english/news/tibet/land-01022015130138.html. 

293	C hina Expands Detention Center in Tibet’s Defiant Driru 
County, Radio Free Asia, 18 Sept. 2014, available at: http://
www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/defiant-09182014141946.
html.

294	C hinese Roadblocks Cause hardships in a Restive Tibetan 
County, Radio Free Asia, 5 Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/roadblocks-09052014150243.
html. 

295	 Ibid.
296	 Ibid.
297	 Human Rights Watch, China: Arbitrary Expulsions of Tibetans 

from Lhasa Escalate, 19 June 2012, available at http://www.
hrw.org/news/2012/06/19/china-arbitrary-expulsions-
tibetans-lhasa-escalate. 

The increase in checkpoints in 2014 has expanded 
the prohibition on travel beyond the tar. In some 
cases, the roadblocks have in effect prevented 
Tibetans from being able to travel. In 2014, Tibetans 
increasingly complained that even travelling for 
pilgrimages or study outside their hometowns have 
become harder as they are required to get written 
permission from five different government offices 
before they could travel. Travelling without these 
permits is nearly impossible due to the number 
of roadblock checkpoints manned by round the 
clock officers monitoring travellers and recording 
their details.

C.  Conclusion

The consistent expansion of the security state in 
prc particularly during former national security 
chief Zhou Yongkang’s tenure and after the 
2008 Olympics has led to the accumulation of 
unrestricted power in the hands of police and 
armed forces. This inevitably led to the violations 
of Tibetans’ human rights. In the name of stability 
and development, mass mobilisation campaigns 
are implemented to identify and annihilate 
perceived political opposition to Chinese rule. The 
‘Solidify the Foundation’ and Grid Management 
system are designed to expand the ccp’s presence 
and control to the most basic level of governance 
in Tibet. The role of the public security and armed 
forces in ensuring the success of these campaigns 
is central to their stability maintenance work 
in Tibet. The prc may spend a large amount of 
funds on developing Tibet but part of these fund 
go to stability maintenance work which continue 
to cause many Tibetans to unnecessarily suffer 
persecution and mistreatment simply for exercising 
their rights. One of the ironies of the prc system 
is that Zhou Yongkang is being investigated for 
reasons that have nothing to do with his abuse of 
power during his tenure as the party secretary of 
Sichuan Province and the national security chief 
in Hu Jintao’s cabinet.
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II.  Technology and the Right 	
      to Privacy

In 2014, digital communications in Tibet were 
frequently monitored, censored, or blocked. This 
happened while the international community 
renewed its commitment to the right to privacy. 
The People’s Republic of China (prc) used its 
control over digital communications to arrest 
people, disrupt communications around sensitive 
dates, and prevent recordings of teachings by 
the Dalai Lama from getting into Tibet.298 The 
restrictions on digital communication violate 
Tibetan’s right to privacy, which is protected by 
customary international law, Article 17 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (iccpr), and Article 24 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

A.   International Law

The right to privacy guarantees that people have 
an autonomous space where they can choose 
to interact with people free from unwanted 
intrusions by the government or other actors.299 
The right to privacy is interconnected with 
the right to freedom of expression. If people 
choose to communicate with each other, their 
communications must be private, secure, and, 
if they wish, anonymous.300 Infringements on 
the right to privacy— undermining the privacy, 
security, and anonymity of communications—can 
limit people’s willingness to speak about personal 
or controversial topics.301

In late 2013, the UN General Assembly adopted 
a resolution reaffirming the right to privacy. The 

298	 Tibetans in China Covertly Mark Dalai Lama’s 79th Birthday, 
Radio Free Asia, 7 July 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/
english/news/tibet/covertly-07072014181930.html.  

299	R eport of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 
protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 
Frank La Rue, UN Human Rights Council, UN Doc. A/
HRC/23/40 (17 April 2013), para. 22, available at: http://
daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G13/133/03/
PDF/G1313303.pdf?OpenElement.

300	 Ibid.
301	 Ibid at para. 24.

resolution also requested the United Nation’s 
High Commissioner for Human Rights to 
submit a report on the right to privacy.302 The 
High Commissioner’s report recognised that the 
right to privacy is universally recognized and 
must be protected in both law and practice.303 
Underscoring the indivisibility of human rights, 
the report also recognized that violating the 
right to privacy impacted other rights including 
freedom of expression, the right to seek, receive 
and impart information, and the right to freedom 
of peaceful assembly and association.304 Some of 
these violations stemmed from the chilling effect 
surveillance had on communications.305 Other 
violations, such as torture and arbitrary detention, 
occurred because of violations of the right to 
privacy.306

Like the right to freedom of peaceful assembly, 
the right to privacy is a qualified right meaning 
it may be justifiably restricted in some limited 
circumstances.307 The Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (ohchr) 
examined when the right to privacy may be violated 
and when those violations may be permissible 
limitations. The ohchr determined that the right 
to privacy may be violated any time information 
was captured.308 The capture of information is 
only permissible if the government can show that 
it was legitimate and that it was necessary and 
proportionate.309

Conduct is legitimate if it is neither unlawful nor 

302	 The Right to Privacy in the Digital Age, G.A. Res. 68/167, 
U.N. Doc. A/RES/68/167 (18 Dec. 2014) [hereinafter G.A. 
Res. 68/167], paras. 1, 5, available at http://www.un.org/en/
ga/ search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/68/167.

303	 Ibid at para. 13. 
304	 Ibid, para. 14. 
305	 Ibid.
306	 Ibid.
307	R eport of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 

protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 
Frank La Rue, UN Human Rights Council, UN Doc. A/
HRC/23/40 (17 April 2013), para. 21, available at: http://
daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G13/133/03/
PDF/G1313303.pdf?OpenElement. 

308	 Ibid, para. 19. 
309	 Ibid.
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arbitrary. Any restriction must be permitted by a 
pre-existing law that is clear and precise enough 
that people can determine when they could be 
subject to surveillance and by whom.310 This 
law and any relevant interpretations of it must 
be publically available.311 The law may never 
impair the essence of the right to privacy or other 
protected human rights.312

Even if the interference with the right to privacy is 
lawful, it must also be necessary and proportionate 
to achieving a legitimate objective. Though they 
are not listed explicitly, the legitimate objectives 
are limited to national security or public safety, 
public order, the protection of public health or 
morals, or the protection of the rights of others.313 
The limitation must be the least restrictive means 
of achieving the aim and it must be proportionate 
to the goal.314 The prc’s restriction on the right to 
privacy fails every test.

B.  Digital Surveillance in Tibet

In Tibet the right to privacy is not respected. 
Tibetans have been detained for possessing 
videos and writings that the prc considers to 
be politically sensitive.315 In the days before the 
Dalai Lama’s birthday, officials blocked access to 
social media sites, such as WeChat, and limited 
telephone and other means of communication.316 
These restrictions impacted people’s rights to 
privacy, expression, and communication. When 
communications were not blocked they were closely 

310	 Ibid, para. 23.
311	 Ibid, para. 28. 
312	R eport of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 

protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 
Frank La Rue, UN Human Rights Council, UN Doc. A/
HRC/23/40 (17 April 2013), para. 29(b), available at: http://
daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G13/133/03/
PDF/G1313303.pdf?OpenElement.

313	 Ibid at Footnote 13.
314	 Ibid, para. 20. 
315	 Tibetan Monk Detained Over Banned Cell-Phone Content, 

Radio Free Asia, 6 March 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/banned-03062014152359.html. 

316	 Tibetans in China Covertly Mark Dalai Lama’s 79th Birthday, 
Radio Free Asia, 7 July 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.org/
english/news/tibet/covertly-07072014181930.html.

monitored.317 In at least one case, the violation of 
a monk’s right to privacy led to his detention and 
death. Tashi Paljor, 34, was detained for possessing 
politically sensitive writings and videos. He was 
beaten and tortured during his detention. He died 
after less than a week in detention.318 

The monitoring or blocking of communications 
restricts Tibetans right to privacy. These restrictions 
cannot be justified by the prc as either legitimate 
or necessary and proportionate. As a result, they 
violate international law. 

1.  Legitimate

In the prc the laws violate fundamental human 
right protections and are rarely clear.319 Even 
though many of the prc’s laws are publically 
available they are written and applied broadly. This 
leaves people unsure about when certain conduct 
is prohibited. In terms of Internet censorship, 
companies that are required under the prc’s law 
to censor results but are not told exactly what to 
censor. As a result companies try to determine 
what terms are prohibited by trial and error.320 
This usually results in businesses over-restricting 
search results. For example, in 2014, GreatFire.
org, an ngo that works to determine the extent 
of Internet censorship in the prc, found that 
Bing, a search engine run by Microsoft, was 
censoring results more than Chinese owned 
search engines.321 Microsoft responded to this 
information by censoring less results.322 Given 
Microsoft’s reaction, it appears that Microsoft 

317	 Tibetan Men From Protest Village Are Held For Questioning, 
Radio Free Asia, 13 June 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/held-06132014165837.html.  

318	 Tibetan Monk Detained Over Banned Cell-Phone Content, 
Radio Free Asia, 6 March 2 014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/banned-03062014152359.html.

319	R ace to the Bottom (Human Rights Watch 2006) pp. 13, 14, 
available at: http://www.hrw.org/reports/2006/china0806/
china0806webwcover.pdf. 

320	 Ibid, p. 13.
321	 Bing Bests Baidu Censorship, GreatFire.org, 19 March 2014, 

available at: https://zh.greatfire.org/blog/2014/mar/bing-bests-
baidu-censorship.

322	 Ibid. 
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could not determine what terms were prohibited 
and was forced to guess. This means that the law 
lacked the required clarity and specificity. 

When individuals are punished for violating the 
prc’s laws regarding the use of technology the 
underlying reasoning often remains unclear. For 
example, two Tibetans were sentenced to five and 
seven years in prison for sharing a photo with text 
they added on WeChat.323 They were charged with 
using the Internet to defame people by sharing 
the photos to a 15-member WeChat group.324 
Without explanation the court determined that 
the two Tibetans were criminally responsible 
for the photo being shared outside of the initial 
WeChat group and the subsequent petitioning 
and an unexplained incident.325

In both cases, the ambiguity in the prc’s laws has 
been used to further justify repression of human 
rights. The fundamental question regarding the 
vague laws is not whether they violate human 
rights, including the right to privacy and the 
right to freedom of speech, but how broad and 
severe the restriction will be. Particularly with 
politically sensitive issues, corporations and 
courts will restrict rights more than necessary 
rather than risk not going far enough and facing 
reprisals from the government. The consequence 
of this decision is imposed on individuals who are 
detained and tortured because they relied on their 
right to privacy. The laws that are used to justify 
the violations of the right to privacy are too vague 
and, therefore, illegal.

2.  Necessary and proportionate 

On 4 March 2014, police searched Lobsang 
Choejor’s room in Drongsar Monastery in Pashoe 
(Ch: Basu) County, in Chamdo (Ch: Changdu) 
Prefecture in Tibet Autonomous Region (tar). 

323	 Two Tibetans receive harsh prison sentences for online anti-
fur campaign, TCHRD, 18 Sept. 2014, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/09/two-tibetans-receive-harsh-prison-
sentences-for-online-anti-fur-campaign/. 

324	 Ibid.
325	 Ibid.

During the search the police demanded to 
see Lobsang Choejor’s cell phone. From their 
questions it was clear that the police knew what 
was on his phone and how he had used it. After 
the search, he was arrested for using his phone and 
WeChat to send information to contacts outside 
of the prc and possessing teachings and talks by 
the Dalai Lama.326

It is not clear what the legal basis for monitoring 
Lobsang Choejor’s communications was. 
However, even if there was a permissible legal 
basis for the violation of Lobsang Choejor’s 
privacy the violation was not necessary. None of 
the enumerated justifications, such as national 
security or to protect the rights of others, could 
apply to possessing Buddhist teachings by the 
Dalai Lama. The surveillance of Lobsang Choejor 
lacks any permissible justification and, therefore, 
violated international law. 

Days before Lobsang Choejor was detained, 
Tashi Paljor was detained for possessing political 
writings and videos on his cell phone.327 Searching 
for and discovering these videos and writing 
violated Tashi Paljor’s right to privacy. The 
writings and videos were protected by his right 
freedom of expression. However, Tashi Paljor was 
still detained and tortured.328 His torture and 
killing were the last of a string of human rights 
violations that began with the violation of his right 
to privacy. It is difficult to access proportionality 
when there is no permissible harm that is being 
prevented. However, the treatment of Tashi Paljor, 
including his death, torture, and imprisonment in 
violation of international law, was unquestionably 
disproportionate. 

The examples of Lobsang Choejor and Tashi Paljor 
demonstrate that the prc violates the right to 
privacy without concern for the international law. 

326	 Tibetan Monk Detained Over Banned Cell-Phone Content, 
Radio Free Asia, 6 March 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/banned-03062014152359.html.

327	 Ibid.
328	 Ibid.
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Even if the prc had a publically available law that 
clearly defined when surveillance and monitoring 
was permissible, the use of the surveillance to 
arrest and even kill people is neither necessary to 
achieve a permissible objective nor proportionate. 
Therefore, the prc is impermissibly infringing 
on the Tibetan’s right to privacy and violating 
international law.

C.  Conclusion

The expansion of the Internet and new means of 
communication has expanded people’s sphere of 
privacy to include digital communications. This 
expansion has allowed people to exercise their right 
to freedom of expression and the right to seek and 
share ideas more broadly than before. When news 
came out that the United States was restricting the 
right to privacy as part of its wiretapping program, 
the international community rallied behind the 
right to privacy and reaffirmed its support for the 
principle.

Throughout all of this, the prc has maintained 
a policy of restricting or simply ignoring the 
right to privacy. In Tibet, the right to privacy is 
restricted without any clear reference to the law. 
The restrictions are not justified by international 
human rights standards. Instead, the restrictions 
are designed to enable and perpetuate additional 
human rights violations, including torture and 
killing. 

III.	R eligious Repression

In Tibet Buddhism is a fundamental part of Tibetan 
society and culture. The prc views Buddhism as 
an obstacle to fully incorporating Tibet.329 To a 
degree this perception is self-perpetuating. When 
an incident occurs the prc accuses monastics—
even if there is no evidence.330 This provides the 

329	R onald Schwartz, Religious Persecution in Tibet, Canada Tibet 
Committee, available at: http://www.tibet.ca/_media/PDF/
Religious-Persecution-in-Tibet.pdf.

330	 Former abbot subjected to secret detention shortly after release 
from prison, TCHRD, 19 May 2014, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/05/former-abbot-subjected-to-secret-
detention-shortly-after-release-from-prison/. 

officials with somebody to blame and confirms 
their pre-existing belief that Tibetan Buddhism 
and the monasteries are behind unrest.

Because of the role of Buddhism and monasteries 
in Tibetan society, the prc has attempted to at 
times undermine and at other times control 
monasteries. These contradictory efforts are best 
illustrated by the prc’s treatment of the Tibetan 
spiritual leader Dalai Lama. The prc has denounced 
the hierarchical system with the Dalai Lama as 
the spiritual leader, saying it was responsible for 
driving thousands into poverty and slavery,331 and 
simultaneously claims that the title “Dalai Lama” 
cannot end and that the prc will appoint the 15th 
Dalai Lama.332 These two approaches to Tibetan 
Buddhism are being implemented in the prc. 
In 2014, the Chinese government emphasised 
undermining Tibetan Buddhism more than 
attempting to control it. 

A.  Undermining Tibetan Buddhism

The position of religion in the prc has always 
been precarious. Despite Mao Zedong’s attempts 
to become a religious figure and the absolute 
destruction during the Cultural Revolution, 
Buddhism remained a vital part of Tibetan 
Society.333  Following the protests in 2008 and the 
self-immolation protests, the prc revived the idea 
of replacing religion. In 2008 the Party Secretary 
for tar declared that the Chinese Communist 
Party (ccp) should replace the Buddha.334 The 
ccp is able to demonstrate its authority and power 
over Buddhism by using its coercive authority to 
undermine the structures of Buddhism.

331	S ee e.g. Experts: “Theocracy has lost its root in Tibet,” Xinhua, 
11 April 2008, available at: http://news.xinhuanet.com/
english/2008-04/11/content_7960680.htm. 

332	S aibal Dasgupta, China snubs Dalai Lama, says it can 
appoint his successor, Times of India, 12 Sept. 2014, 
available at: http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/china/
China-snubs-Dalai-Lama-says-it-can-appoint-his-successor/
articleshow/42301043.cms. 

333	 Mao’s legacy in Tibet, TCHRD, 27 Dec. 2014, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2013/12/maos-legacy-in-tibet/. 

334	 Ibid.
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In the prc there are two main tactics for undermining 
Buddhism’s role in society: 1) attacking the symbols; 
and 2) attacking the monastics. These attacks 
have become subtler than during the Cultural 
Revolution, when more than 6,000 monasteries 
were destroyed and over 500,000 monastics were 
forced out of their monasteries.335 Now, instead 
of destroying monasteries, prc officials close them. 
Instead, of targeting all monastics, the leadership 
and prominent figures are specifically imprisoned. 
These new tactics are more targeted but still 
destructive. 

1.  Symbols

In 2014, the most direct attacks on religious 
symbols in Tibet were directed at religious 
structures. In April 2014, 24 prayer wheels in 
Dzora Township in Matoe (Ch: Maduo) County 
in Golog (Ch: Guoluo) Tibetan Autonomous 
Prefecture (tap) in Qinghai Province, were 
ordered to be destroyed. The prayer wheels were 
built outside the Central Health Heart Clinic 
and were dedicated to healing disease.336 Officials 
claimed the prayer wheel, which was built four 
years earlier had political implications and must 
be taken down. Tibetans protested the authorities 
declaring religious objects illegal but could not 
stop the destruction of the prayer wheel.337 At the 
same time, authorities threatened to open a nearby 
sacred mountain up for mining.338 

In September, in response to sustained protests 
against forced displays of loyalty, authorities in 
Diru (Ch: Biru) County launched a “rectification 
and cleansing” campaign.339  Part of the campaign 
was directly targeted at religious life in Diru 

335	R onald Schwartz, Religious Persecution in Tibet, Canada Tibet 
Committee, available at: http://www.tibet.ca/_media/PDF/
Religious-Persecution-in-Tibet.pdf. 

336	C hinese Officials Order Tibetan ‘Prayer Wheels’ Destroyed, 
Radio Free Asia, 8 April 2014, available at: http://www.rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/wheels-04082014145930.html. 

337	 Ibid. 
338	 Ibid.
339	C hina Imposes Harsh New Restrictions in Restive Tibetan 

County, Radio Free Asia, 7 Oct. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/harsh-10072014165921.html.

County. The campaign required that every stupa, 
shrine, and mound of mani stones built after 2010 
be destroyed.340 Like the destruction of the prayer 
wheel in Dzora, the destruction of religious objects 
was a targeted attack against religious symbols and 
belief. It is a manifestation of the prc’s attempts to 
dominate Buddhism in Tibet by undermining its 
structures.

2.  Imprisoning Leaders

The targeting of individual leaders in Tibet is 
another way the prc attempts to undermine Tibetan 
Buddhism. The prc targets both community 
leaders as well as religious leaders. Frequently, the 
two positions overlap. However, there is a trend 
in the prc of imprisoning religious leaders as a 
means of targeting a monastery or community 
as a whole. Similar to how the destruction of 
religious structures in Diru was a punitive action 
taken against the entire community, the targeting 
of religious leaders is designed to punish the entire 
monastery and community. Unlike religious 
structures, the imprisoned religious leaders can be 
tortured, starved, and killed.

In August 2014, Trulku Phurbu Tsering Rinpoche 
was discovered in an emaciated condition. He was 
under suspicion after 80 nuns from his nunnery 
held a peaceful protest march. The nuns also 
remained loyal to the Dalai Lama and a life-long 
prayer ceremony (Tib: Tenshug) was held at the 
nunnery in 2002. The nuns opposed attempts to 
control Buddhism in the nunnery and refused to 
sign documents denouncing the Dalai Lama.341 
Shortly after Trulku Phurbu Tsering Rinpoche’s 
arrest in 2008, the authorities launched a 
crackdown against the nunnery.342 The authorities 
launched the crackdown when the nunnery was 
vulnerable after losing a leader.

340	 Ibid. 
341	P rominent Tibetan religious figure found in emaciated 

condition in prison, TCHRD, 28 Aug. 2014, available at: 
http://www.tchrd.org/2014/08/prominent-tibetan-religious-
figure-found-in-emaciated-condition-in-prison/.

342	 Ibid.
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The consequences of imprisoning prominent 
religious figures can extend beyond the religious 
community. Thardoe Gyaltsen was sentenced to 
18 years in prison in January 2014.343 Like the 
arrest of Trulku Phurbu Tsering Rinpoche, the 
detention of Thardoe Gyaltsen was part of a larger 
crackdown. Other monks in his monastery were 
forced to stop religious activities and shut down 
their monastic quarters. Some were also detained. 
Before his detention Thardoe Gyaltsen was the 
chant master at Drong Na Monastery in Diru 
County. Locals believe he was targeted because 
he held classes on Tibetan language and culture 
at his monastery.344 Approximately 300 students 
attended the classes before his arrest. The classes 
were open to the public.345 They placed the 
monastery at the heart of the community and the 
preservation of Tibetan language and culture. By 
arresting Thardoe Gyaltsen, the authorities sought 
to remove the monastery and religion from its 
central position in society.

Also in Diru County, Tenzin Lhundrup was central 
figure in the community when he was detained 
in May 2014.346 At the Gom Gonsar Monastery, 
Tenzin Lhundrup was the head of prayer sessions 
and taught Buddhist philosophy to monks. On 
Wednesdays, to celebrate Lhakar, the ‘soul day’ of 
the Dalai Lama, he would help arbitrate disputes, 
advocate for vegetarianism, and give Buddhist 
teachings to local Tibetans.347 He was detained 
on a Wednesday during a lecture on the status of 
Tibetan language and nationality.348 

Once a religious leader is imprisoned the 
authorities work to ensure that he will lose his 

343	 Monk sentenced to 18 years in prison in restive Diru County, 
TCHRD, 4 April 2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.
org/2014/04/monk-sentenced-to-18-years-in-prison-in-
restive-diru-county/. 

344	 Ibid.
345	 Ibid.
346	S enior Buddhist scholar arrested as repression escalates in 

restive Tibetan county, TCHRD, 14 July 2014, available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/2014/07/senior-buddhist-scholar-
arrested-as-repression-escalates-in-restive-tibetan-county/.

347	 Ibid.
348	 Ibid.  

prominent position. For Tulku Trinley Rabten 
and others like him, this involves the death in 
detention.349 However, that is not always the case. 
For example, Lodoe Rabsel was released from 
prison in May 2014. He had been the abbot of 
Karma Monastery in Karma (Ch: Gama) Township 
in Chamdo County, in Chamdo (Ch: Changdu) 
Prefecture in tar.350 Lodoe Rabsel was arrested 
after empty government buildings in the town 
near the monastery were damaged by explosives 
and set on fire. There was no evidence connecting 
Karma Monastery or Lodoe Rabsel to the attack 
but authorities still targeted the monastery. Lodoe 
Rabsel and two other monks were detained for 
helping the unknown perpetrators escape. With 
the monastery’s abbot in prison, the other monks, 
especially those studying Buddhist dialectics, were 
subjected to rigorous interrogations that lasted 
hours and ‘patriotic education classes.’351 

When he was released, Lodoe Rabsel needed 
medical care. Instead, he was secretly detained 
for a week.352 The authorities also prohibited him 
from wearing monastic robes, re-joining Karma 
Monastery, or resuming his religious practice.353  
Lodoe Rabsel’s arrest physically removed him from 
his monastery and was the first part of a crackdown 
against it. The prohibition against his resuming 
religious practice and the secret week-long 
detention were designed to ensure that he would 
never return to his position of prominence.

Unsurprisingly, the detention of religious leaders 
provokes calls from the local community for 
his release. When Khenpo Kartse, aka Khenpo 
Karma Tsewang, was detained thousands of local 
Tibetans staged a sit-in demanding a reason 

349	 Monks, Nuns Forced to Return to Tibet County in 
Religious Life Clampdown, Radio Free Asia, 24 Oct. 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/return-
10242014162330.html.

350	 Former abbot subjected to secret detention shortly after release 
from prison, TCHRD, 19 May 2014, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/05/former-abbot-subjected-to-secret-
detention-shortly-after-release-from-prison/.

351	 Ibid.
352	 Ibid.
353	 Ibid. 



4948 4948

for his detention. Despite assurances from the 
Monastery Management Committee (mmc) only 
vague justifications have been offered.354 During 
the protests 16 monks were detained. The last 
was released after over a month in detention on 
21 January 2014.355 The monks that petitioned 
for the release of Tsangyang Gyatso did not fare 
any better. After the Chant Master and presiding 
priest were detained on 17 March 2014 six monks 
petitioned for his release. The monks were released 
on 20 March severely beaten and too weak to 
stand.356

These attacks on religious leaders are designed to 
weaken religious institutions. The penalty imposed 
on the specific religious leader is designed to 
influence the victim’s monastery and the broader 
community. The punishment serves to undermine 
the religious institutions without causing the total 
destruction of the Cultural Revolution. 

B.  Controlling Tibetan Buddhism

The prc also attempts to control Buddhism. 
Instead of trying to remove or supplant Buddhism 
from society, the prc attempts to use Tibetan 
Buddhism’s prominent position in society to spread 
propaganda. This is done through a top-down 
approach, where the prc control the leaders and 
the staff at monasteries, and through bottom-up 
approach that limits who can attend monasteries. 

In Yushu tap in Qinghai Province, the authorities 
began implementing a 2011 rule that placed the 
management of monasteries further under control 
of the government and the ccp.357 This rule is 

354	 TCHRD calls on China to respect lawful rights of detained 
senior monk, TCHRD, 12 March 2014, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/03/tchrd-calls-on-china-to-respect-
lawful-rights-of-detained-senior-monk/. 

355	 Ibid. 
356	 Monk disappears after e-mailing protest writings to Chinese 

cadres’ phones, TCHRD, 15 May 2014, available at: http://
www.tchrd.org/2014/05/monk-disappears-after-emailing-
protest-writings-to-chinese-cadres-phones/.

357	C hina expands new measures to directly control Tibetan 
monasteries, TCHRD, 18 May 2014, available at: http://www.
tchrd.org/2014/05/china-expands-new-measures-to-directly-
control-tibetan-monasteries/. 

the latest instance of the prc tightening control 
over monasteries. It required that all monastic 
staff and management committee members be 
replaced with government and party appointees, 
without any input from the monks.358 At other 
monasteries these rules implemented were in 
response to protests and self-immolations at the 
monasteries.359

The newly approved government and party 
leaders control the day-to-day management of 
the monastery.360 They handle and oversee the 
administration of the monastery.361 They also 
appoint religious instructors. Their primary 
purpose is to ensure that monasteries do not 
challenge the ccp or the prc.362 Since the rules 
for Monastery Management Committees were 
announced in 2011, the government has exerted 
similar control in over 1,780 monasteries in tar 
alone.363 

Another aspect of the “rectification and cleansing” 
campaign in Diru was that no monastery in Diru 
County could have monks under 13 years old.364 
A similar but broader policy was implemented 
in Nagchu (Ch: Naqu) Prefecture and Jomda 
(Ch: Jiangda) County in Chamdo Prefecture in 
tar.365 In Jomda, families were forced to write to 
relatives and tell them to leave their monasteries 
and come home. The returning monks and nuns 
needed the government’s permission to enrol in a 
local monastery. Local Tibetans did not expect the 
government to give permission.366

358	 Ibid. 
359	 Ibid.
360	 Ibid. 
361	 Ibid.
362	 Ibid.
363	 Ibid.
364	C hina Imposes Harsh New Restrictions in Restive Tibetan 

County, Radio Free Asia, 7 Oct. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/harsh-10072014165921.html. 

365	  Monks, Nuns Forced to Return to Tibet County in 
Religious Life Clampdown, Radio Free Asia, 24 Oct. 2014, 
available at: http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/return-
10242014162330.html. 

366	  Ibid. 
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The recall of monks and nuns represents two 
policies designed to control monastic life. First, 
it controlled who could be a monastic. By 
preventing children from enrolling in monasteries, 
the prc ensured that the only place for children 
to be educated was at government run schools 
that teach a government-sanctioned curriculum. 
According to official government policies, the 
purpose of education is to “fortify students’ faith 
and confidence in the Party’s leadership and the 
socialist system.”367 Officials measure the education 
system’s success by determining whether graduates 
reject the Dalai Lama and accept the leadership of 
the ccp.368  Second, it controlled the total number 
of monastics. It was designed to enforce the 
limits on how many monks or nuns could attend 
monasteries. 

When combined these two policies could serve 
to dramatically shift the beliefs at monasteries. 
Forcing children to progress through government-
sanctioned curriculum will make them more likely 
to trust government officials and the unchallenged 
control by the ccp.369  Controlling the numbers of 
monastics helps the prc ensure that people who 
do not follow the party line can be forced out on 
monasteries. 

367	 Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-
term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020), 
July 2010, p. 10, available at: https://www.aei.gov.au/news/
newsarchive/2010/documents/china_education_reform_pdf.
pdf.  

368	 Executive Summary of Tibetan response to Chinese white paper 
on Tibet, International Campaign for Tibet, 10 Dec. 2001, 
available at: http://www.savetibet.org/executive-summary-of-
tibetan-response-to-chinese-white-paper-on-tibet/, (quoting 
1994 statement by tar Party Secretary Chen Kuiyuan).

369	 Alicia P.Q. Whittmeyer, We Don’t Need No Education: 
Thought control in the classroom is real -- and it works, 
Foreign Policy, 30 June 2014, available at: http://www.
foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/06/30/we_dont_need_no_
education_china_patriotic_education_hong_kong. 

C.  Conclusion

Despite the contradictions inherent in the prc’s 
pursuit of both undermining and controlling 
Buddhism in Tibet, both policies were 
implemented in 2014. Sometimes these policies 
were implemented simultaneously. In 2014, 
the efforts to undermine Buddhism by the 
physical destruction of religious objects and the 
imprisonment of religious leaders had a more 
immediate consequence. However, the prc’s efforts 
to control monasteries and religion in Tibet could 
have more substantial long-term consequences. 
Under both strategies, the undermining of religion 
and the control of religion severs the same end of 
replacing religious practice, which could threaten 
the ccp, with the ccp itself.
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I.  prc Census Data and  
     Health and Education in  	      	
     Tibet

In 2014, tchrd analysed the Sixth National 
Population Census of the People’s Republic 
of China (2010) as it pertained to the current 
state of health and education within Tibetan. 
The national census is taken every ten years and 
reveals significant benchmarks regarding the 
ethnic make-up, health, education, and economic 
status of regional populations. This ambitious 
nationwide effort was heavily promoted by the 
central government, which spent approximately 
700 million yuan (US$112.5 million) and 
mobilized over 6 million enumerators to visit over 
400 million households to record a total of 1.34 
billion people.370 The data reveals a humanitarian 
crisis in the Tibet Autonomous Region (tar) 
and Tibetan Autonomous Prefectures (taps). 
Independently and when compared to the rest of 
the People’s Republic of China (prc), the numbers 
are alarming. Both in terms of heath and education 
Tibetan areas have the worst, or among the worst, 
indicators. In the tar, the life expectancy is lower, 
the infant mortality rate is higher, children attend 
less school, and people are more likely to be 
illiterate than other parts of the prc.

All state-sponsored censuses include inevitable 
pitfalls, such as underreporting, false reporting, 
and misleading questions. Despite its claims to 
objective data collection, the census promotes 

370	  See Yong, C. (2013). China’s New Demographic Reality: 
Learning from the 2010 Census. Population and Development 
Review, Volume 39, Issue 3.

state-led projects in economic development, 
infrastructure building, and social planning. 
Much of the data is used to highlight “progress” in 
these areas, whereas many vital issues concerning 
social justice, equitable access to resources, 
and environmental degradation are largely 
overlooked. 

Overall, tchrd found that the 2010 census reveals 
extreme disparities between Tibetan populated 
regions and the rest of the prc in regards to all 
major health and education indicators, such as life 
expectancy, infant mortality rates, illiteracy rates, 
and educational attainment. Despite the state’s 
much touted “modernization and development” 
of Tibet, the government’s official data shows 
Tibetans falling far behind the rest of the prc in 
terms of health and education. 

A.  The 2010 China Census and Tibet

Chinese state officials promoted the census as a 
necessary tool for facilitating China’s economic 
development and modernization, as captured in 
the widely publicized slogan, “Support the census 
with a smile; contribute to development with 
statistics.”371 Regarding Tibet, the official rationale 
for implementing the census further underscored 
its vital role in economic development and regional 
planning:

The goal of the 6th national population census is to 
measure the changes in population, demographic 
structure, and living conditions in Tibet since 
2000. This will facilitate the economic planning 
and social development of the region in a scientific 

371	  Ibid.
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manner. This study will bring about sustainable 
strategies and scientifically accurate statistics for 
improving the material and cultural life of the 
people, to develop a peaceful Tibet, a harmonious 
Tibet, a prosperous Tibet.372

The census therefore serves as a social planning 
tool that will inform and legitimize future laws, 
policies, and development goals in the Tibet 
Autonomous Region (tar) and other Tibetan 
populated regions. A closer look at the census data 
will provide a telling picture of what the Chinese 
officials have prioritized in their lauded vision of 
a “peaceful, harmonious, and prosperous” Tibet. 
As the sections on health and education will 
show, the data is most detailed when it comes 
to economic growth, for example infrastructure 
building, personnel, facilities, and least detailed 
when it comes to indicators of social equity and 
the quality of services, such as access to resources, 
the financial costs of health and education, the 
distance to schools and hospitals.

Census takers faced significant challenges in 
implementing such a study in Tibetan populated 
areas. First of all, there are a great number of 
people on the move, including pastoral nomads, 
migrant workers, and displaced families who 
have been uprooted due to the state’s aggressive 
resettlement programs. This mobile population 
may be easily overlooked or misclassified by the 
census. Second, the spread of social unrest in 
Tibet since 2008 and 2009 has created a highly 
volatile and unstable environment for conducting 
the census. The government crackdown on 
protestors and the militarisation of the region may 
have deterred many residents from participating 
in the census. For those who did participate, 
there is little information on the circumstances 
of their participation, including whether or not 
answers were freely given, pressured, or coerced. 
These factors require us to view the census data 
with scepticism, especially in its claim to offer 
“scientifically accurate statistics.” 

372	 Sixth National Population Census of the People’s Rep. of 
China, 2010 - The Tibetan Aut. Region. 

In the 2010 census, two key strategies are employed 
to prevent full access to information on Tibetans 
and other minority groups. First, the bulk of the 
published data is not aggregated for the different 
minority groups although this information was 
collected on all the forms. The only data that is 
specifically released for minority groups focuses 
on basic demographic information such as total 
population, gender ratios, education level, marriage 
status, employment status, and birth rates.   The 
more telling indicators of health and education, 
such as life expectancy, infant mortality rates, 
elder health indicators, and illiteracy rates are not 
aggregated by minority groups but homogenized 
with the rest of the population and categorized by 
province and prefecture. 

The census data was collected with the use of two 
forms, a “short form” and a “long form.” The 
vast majority of the participants answered the 
census “short form,” which includes 18 questions 
covering one’s personal identity, ethnicity, 
household registration (Ch: hukou), educational 
attainment, employment, and family composition. 
The census “long form” was filled out by 10% 
of all participants, who were chosen at random. 
The long form included all the short form items 
plus additional questions related to migration, 
economic activities, health, housing, and so forth. 
In the 2010 census publications released by the 
National Bureau of Statistics, which includes over 
100 charts, only the following 10 are included 
with direct relevance to minority groups:

Short Form Data

1-6 Population by nationality and gender

2-1 Population by nationality, age, and gender

2-2 Population by nationality, gender, and 
education level (age 6 and up)

5-3 Population of mixed nationality households 

Long Form Data

2-1 Population by nationality, gender, industry

2-2 Population by nationality, gender, profession
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2-3 Population by nationality, gender, and 
unemployment

2-4 Population by nationality, gender, and 
marriage status (age 15 and up)

2-5 Population by nationality, birth parity, and 
number of women of childbearing age

2-6 Population by nationality, average number of 
live births, and average number 
of surviving children for women 
ages 15-64

The term “nationality” (Ch: 
minzu) is used to indicate 
the minority status of the 
respondent, which is a required 
category for completion on 
both the short and long forms. 
However, these published 
charts reflect a very limited set 
of data pertaining to nationality 
groups. The data on various 
health indicators and illiteracy 
are noticeably missing.  Because 
Tibetans are spread across 
multiple provinces of the prc, 
this hole in the data makes 
it very difficult to access how the information 
applies specifically to the Tibetan population.  To 
supplement the limited data, tchrd consulted 
additional studies such as provincial statistical 
yearbooks and previous census data, where state-
led collection strategies differed slightly from the 
2010 version. 

We also address the issue of limited, disaggregated 
minority data by examining the census results 
for the administrative regions with a majority 
population of 50% or more ethnic Tibetans. As 
the 2010 census provides detailed information 
on populations classified at the regional and 
prefectural level, it is possible to glean valuable 
information from sites with a Tibetan majority, 
including the tar and the seven taps of Yushu, 
Guoluo, Hainan, Huangnan, Gannan, Ngawa, 
and Ganzi (fig. 1). In 2010, these combined 

areas included approximately 87% of all Tibetans 
living in the prc. Although the census data for 
these areas does not separate Tibetans from non-
Tibetans, this approach will give us the most 
accurate interpretation of the census as it pertains 
to communities with a Tibetan majority. It also 
gives us an understanding of regional differences 
when it comes to health and education in Tibet.

Source: Sixth National Population Census of China, 
2010, image copyright of tchrd 2014.

B.  General Population Data

In 2010, the total population of Tibetans living in 
the prc was 6,282,187, or 6.3 million people. This 
represents an increase of 866,166 people since the 
2000 census, which recorded 5,416,021, or 5.4 
million Tibetans. The 2010 regional breakdown 
shows (fig. 2) that more than half of all Tibetans 
are actually living outside the tar. Only 43% 
of all Tibetans live inside the tar the remainder 
are spread across four other provinces, with 24% 
in Sichuan, 23 % in Qinghai province, 7% in 
Gansu, 2% in Yunnan, and the remaining 1% 
scattered across the rest of the prc. The 2010 sex 
ratio for the total Tibetan population is 101.08, 
with a slightly greater number of males (50.3%) 
compared to females (49.7%). 

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS
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Source: 2000 and 2010 National Population Census 
of China, image copyright of tchrd 2014.

Regarding the concentration of Tibetans in 
the different regions, the 2010 census shows a 
significant change in the tar. The percentage of 
Tibetans living in the tar dropped three percentage 
points from 93% in 2000 to 90% in 2010 (fig. 3). 
This represents a continuous decline since 1965, 
when the concentration of Tibetans inside the tar 
was at 96%. At the same time, the percentage of 
Han Chinese increased two percentage points from 
6% in 2000 to 8% in 2010. These statistics likely 
reflect the large-scale influx of Han Chinese into 
the tar since 2000, as a result of state-sponsored 
relocation programs, migrant labour, and increased 
commerce and development in the tar.

However, in the other regions considered by this 
study, the concentration of Tibetans fluctuated 
both upwards and downwards of the 2000 
percentages. In Qinghai, Sichuan, and Gansu, 
the 2010 percentage of Tibetans remained 

approximately the same or 
slightly higher than 2000. A 
notable exception is in the 
Gannan tap in Gansu, where 
the percentage of Tibetans 
increased significantly from 
51% to 55%.  These fluctuations 
may reflect the shifting 
demographics of Tibetans 
due to large-scale resettlement 
programs implemented in the 
taps. Overall, these numbers 

point to the declining concentration of Tibetans 
in the tar rather than the outlying taps. 

The 2010 census also sheds light on the rapid 
urbanization trends occurring in the Tibetan 
populated regions, with an overall increase of 
non-agricultural household registrations from 
2000 -2010 (fig. 4). China’s unique household 
registration system (Ch: hukou) assigns each citizen 
either agricultural (Ch: nongye) or nonagricultural 
(Ch: fei nongye) status. The increasing number of 
non-agricultural household registrations is a key 
indicator of urbanization occurring in a particular 
region. When an individual switches from 
agricultural to non-agricultural status, it involves 
surrendering land-use rights in the place of origin 
and may result in the loss of permission to have 

a second-child. We see a steady 
increase in non-agricultural 
registrations in the tar, rising 
from 13% in 2000 to 15% in 
2010. The most dramatic jump 
can be observed in the taps in 
Sichuan, where the number of 
non-agricultural households 
has surpassed the majority. 
Ngaba

 tap saw a rise from 19% in 
2000 to 55% in 2010, whereas Ganzi tap saw a 
rise from 15% in 2000 to 57% in 2010. More 
research is needed to determine the underlying 
causes of the rapid increase in non-agricultural 
household registrations for the Sichuan taps and 
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how this is impacting Tibetan communities.

Another key indicator of urbanization is the 
percentage of urban residents (those living in cities 
and towns) out of the total population.  In 2010, the 
tar had the lowest percentage of urban residents in 
the prc (22.67%), although this represents one of 
the highest jumps since the 1990 census. Sichuan 
and Yunnan also showed significant increases in 
the urban population, more than doubling the 
numbers recorded in 1990. This is comparable to 
the dramatic rise in urban residents for the prc as 
a whole, which nearly doubled, from 26.44% in 
1990 to 49.68% in 2010.

These census numbers reflect positively on the 
Chinese government’s well-publicized efforts 
to increase urbanization and to spur economic 
development. By increasing urbanization, the 
state seeks to boost income levels, create domestic 
demand, and create a stable urban society under 
centralized command. The census includes many 
categories that measure this increasing urbanization, 
including statistics on occupied housing, rental 
rates, sources of livelihood, and vocational training. 
These categories underscore the burgeoning 
infrastructure building and economic activities 
tied to urbanization. However, they do not tell us 
much about the negative effects of urbanization, 
including environmental degradation, the impact 

on health, and the inequitable distribution of health 
and education resources. 

It is also worth taking note 
of the shrinking average 
household size, a major trend 
that is closely tied to increasing 
urbanization and the effects 
of the one-child family policy. 
In all five provinces with large 
Tibetan populations the average 
household size decreased 
dramatically (fig. 5). In just 10 
years, the average household 
size in the tar shrank from 
6.78 persons in 2000 to 4.23 
persons in 2010. Without 
more research it is impossible 
to know how this impacts 

the social fabric in Tibet. Demographic scholars 
have emphasized the significance of examining 
household sizes when studying urbanization 
and poverty.373 Although per capita incomes and 
assets may rise with urbanization and economic 
development, such numbers do not reflect the 
distribution of wealth in a population. In rural 
areas, larger families are able to cooperate with 
one another and make better use of the household 
incomes in comparison to smaller households. 

In Tibetan rural and nomadic areas, the family 
is a “basic economic unit” that needs enough 
members to carry out essential activities in 
livestock care, agriculture, trade, and domestic 
labour. Households with more members also 
benefit from “sharing expenses, labour, security, 
and companionship.”374 For Tibetan populated 
regions, where family planning policies are 
generally more relaxed, the rapidly shrinking 
family size is an urgent issue that requires greater 
research if we are too understand the changing 
realities faced by Tibetan communities.

373	 See Lanjouw. P.F. and Ravallion, M. (1995) “Poverty 
and Household Size,” Economic Journal, Vol. 105, No. 
433.

374	 See Goyal, O. (2005). Nomads at the Crossroads. Delhi: Gyan 
Publishing House, pg. 206.
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Source: Sixth National Population Census of the prc, 
2010

C.  Health in Tibet

The 2010 census results reveal sharp inequalities 
between Tibet and the rest of the prc 
when it comes to the health and wellness 
data. For all major health indicators, 
the tar is consistently the worst of 
all the regions of the prc.  The tar 
has the lowest average life expectancy, 
the highest rate of infant mortality, 
the lowest percentage of mothers and 
young children receiving health care, 
and one of the highest rates of chronic 
malnutrition among the young. Judging 
by the 2010 census data on health, the 
major state-led efforts to develop the 
inland provinces have raised the health 
care standards of many provinces to 
approximate the national average but not the tar. 
This is clearly not for lack of financial resources.  
The state has invested heavily in “developing” the 
tar, with government investment reaching US$3 
billion in 2010, a 31% increase over 2008.375 The 
skyrocketing investment growth visibly boosted 
the tourism and construction industries, but has 
not helped the tar “catch up” with its inland 
neighbours in terms of life expectancy or access to 

375	 Wong, E. (2010). “China’s Money and Migrants Pour into 
Tibet.” New York Times, July 24, 2010. 

health care. 

1.  Life Expectancy

Life expectancy is perhaps the 
strongest indicator of a region’s 
overall physical health and the 
population’s access to basic 
healthcare services. According 
to the official Major Figures of 
the 2010 Population Census, 
the average life expectancy has 
been improving across the prc, 
with the 1990 national average 
of 68.55 years rising to 74.83 

years in 2010. Large, developed cities have the 
highest life expectancies whereas rural areas have 
the lowest averages. In the official Chinese “fact 
guides” on Tibet, it is often cited that the life 
expectancy of Tibetans has increased dramatically 

“from 35.5 years in the 1950s to 67 years.”376  In 
the rest of the prc the average life expectancy was 
35 years, equal to or a bit lower than in Tibet.377 
However, since then the life expectancy in the rest 

376	  This statistic is widely posted on Chinese embassy websites 
around the world, including the USA Chinese Embassy: http://
www.china-embassy.org/eng/zt/zgxz/t418918.htm.

377	  Pengcheng Liu, Chngyue Li, Ying Wang, et al, “The impact 
of the major causes of death on life expectancy in China: a 
60-year longitudinal study, BMC Public Health, 20 Nov. 
2014, available at: http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-
2458/14/1193. 
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of the prc has improved much faster than in tar. 
Today, the life expectancy in the tar lags nearly a 
decade behind the rest of the nation.  Over the past 
30 years, tar has consistently scored the lowest life 
expectancy in all regions of the prc: 59.64 years 
in 1990, 64.37 years in 2000, and 66.33 years in 
2010. This data, which is drawn from the official 
statistical yearbooks, shows the tar life expectancy 
slipping far behind the other inland provinces 
and the national average (fig. 6). With the prc’s 
standard retirement age of 50 or 55 for women 
and 60 for men, the average tar resident will only 
live about a decade after retirement.

2.  Infant Mortality

On the other end of the spectrum, the official 
data shows the tar with an extremely high infant 
mortality rate (imr) of 23.5%, the highest in all 
regions of the prc (fig.7). This shocking number 
means that nearly 1 in 4 Tibetan infants in the 
tar are dying at birth. According the state’s 2010 
report on population and family planning, the 
infant mortality rate refers to the percentage of fetal 
deaths that occur after 6 months of pregnancy and 
up to one week after the birth.  When compared 
to other regions, tar’s imr is more than double 
that of neighbouring Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan, 
and Yunnan. It is nearly triple the national average 
imr of 8.6%. 

Source: 2010 China Population and Family Planning 
Yearbook, image copyright of tchrd, 2014.

In fact, the tar has one of the highest imr in the 
world, attracting the attention of scholars and 
medical professionals around the world who have 
called on the prc to address this humanitarian 
crisis. In a detailed study of rural Tibetan mothers 
in the tar, the most common medical causes 
of infant mortality in rural Tibet include post-
partum haemorrhage, sepsis, and obstructed 
labour.378 A key factor in the high imr in Tibet is 
the low percentage of pregnant mothers who seek 
professional medical treatment in local hospitals. 
Despite the increased number of hospitals in 
the tar, Tibetan women face many barriers in 
accessing hospital services, including financial 
costs, the distance to hospitals, and the lack of 
trained medical staff and medical equipment in 
the hospitals.

Cultural barriers also prevent Tibetans from 
giving birth at a hospital. For example, women 
complained of communication difficulties, the 
belief that travelling to and from the hospital 
would cause pain and bleeding after the delivery, 
and the desire to protect the infants from strangers 
who might attract unwanted spirits or demons. 
Many interviewed women said that infants are 
particularly vulnerable to spirit attacks brought 
into their presence by strangers. These spirits, 
which ride on the backs of strangers without their 
knowledge, may bring harm or illness to the infant 

in their vicinity. These views 
of the spirit realm translate 
into rural women’s suspicion 
of delivering in clinics and 
hospitals, or any place where 
there are many strangers. 

Similarly, in the case of 
home deliveries, the Tibetan 
mothers rarely invite outsiders 
or trained birth attendants 
to provide assistance. In 
addition, “nearly all of our 
informants believed that 
the blood of childbirth is 
polluting. Therefore, they 

�����  	Adams, V., Miller, S., Chertow, J., Craig, S., Samen, A. and 
Varner, M. (2005). “Having a ‘safe delivery’: conflicting views 
from Tibet.” Health Care for Women International, 26: 821-
851.
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are reluctant to have birth helpers, who might be 
harmed by exposure to the blood of childbirth.”379 
For these reasons, family members also avoided 
cleaning the knife or whatever implement was used 
to cut the cord until after it has been used. These 
unsanitary practices raise the risk of infection and 
the spread of disease. 

Such studies point to the need for health workers 
and agencies to work on overcoming both the 
practical and cultural barriers that prevent mothers 
from seeking medical assistance. Researchers have 
pointed to the need for health care workers to learn 
about traditional beliefs and behaviours in order to 
provide culturally sensitive and appropriate health 
care services to Tibetan families. Unfortunately, 
the emphasis on building more hospitals will not 
improve the situation as long 
as Tibetan mothers avoid using 
them. 

3.   Maternal Health 

All the major indicators recorded 
for maternal health are also 
grim, providing some further 
clues to the high imr. The 2010 
China Population and Family 
Planning Yearbook indicated 
that only 33% of mothers in 
the tar received systematic 
health care during pregnancy to 
guide them through the process 
of giving birth. This is far 
below the national average of 80%, which is also 
the approximate norm for the inland provinces 
neighbouring the tar. The numbers for the tar 
are slightly better if individual hospital visits are 
counted, with 66% of tar mothers having at least 
one hospital visit before giving birth, and 55% 
having at least one hospital visit after giving birth. 
Nevertheless, these numbers are still the lowest in 
all other areas of the prc.

379	 Adams, V., Miller, S., Chertow, J., Craig, S., Samen, A. and 
Varner, M. (2005). “Having a ‘safe delivery’: conflicting views 
from Tibet.” Health Care for Women International, 26: 
829.

In 2009, there were 35,740 recorded live births 
in the tar, a number that includes all births 
regardless of whether the infant survived or not. 
Out of this total, about 52% of the mothers gave 
birth in a hospital and 6.5% suffered “high-risk” 
pregnancies accompanied by health complications. 
Mothers living in urban areas were 20% more 
likely to give birth in a hospital, compared to 
those living in rural areas. These percentages are 
significantly lower than neighbouring provinces 
and the national average (fig. 8). These troubling 
numbers signify a healthcare crisis in Tibet that 
requires urgent attention and care. In depth 
research and evaluation is needed to address the 
question of why the current health care system is 
failing to reach so many Tibetan mothers.

4.  Child Healthcare

Not surprisingly, this negative trend extends from 
mothers to young children living in the tar. In the 
prc, young children in the tar are the least likely to 
receive health care services (fig. 9). Only 41% of the 
children aged 7 and under and 43.5% of children 
aged 3 and under received health care in the tar. 
The national average is over 75%. Neighbouring 
provinces such as Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, and 
Yunnan fare much better, with roughly 75% or 
more of the children (aged 7 and under) having 
received health care services in 2009. 
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Source: 2010 China Population and Family Planning 
Yearbook, image copyright of tchrd, 2014.

While fewer children are receiving health care in 
the tar, it appears that they also need it the most. 
As published by the state’s 2010 China Population 
and Family Planning Yearbook, the tar has one of 
the highest rates of malnourished children, with 
3.6% of the children under 5 years old suffering 
from malnutrition. The only two places with a 
higher percentage are Yunnan (3.8%) and Guangxi 
(4%) (fig. 10). 

Source: Sixth National Population Census of China 
2010, image copyright of tchrd, 2014.

Independent studies 
have shown that the high 
rate of malnutrition 
draws attention to 
a high prevalence 
of stunting among 
Tibetan children. In a 
survey taken in seven 
districts of the tar in 
1999, with a sample of 
1655 children aged 3 
and under, researchers 
found the prevalence 
of malnutrition for 
children was 39% for 

stunting, 23.7% for underweight, and 5.6% for 
wasting.380 Rural children had slightly higher rates 
than urban children. The study concluded that 
“[for] Tibetan young children, the nutritional 
status of the entire population is poor and the 
prevalence of malnutrition is higher, especially for 
stunting.”381 Although malnutrition and stunting 
may be associated with living at high altitudes, the 
authors cite previous studies that show no such 
connection for Tibetans who have long adapted 
to high altitudes. Instead, they underscored the 

urban-rural divide and 
how “socioeconomic 
factors are playing a more 
and more important role 
in the growth of Tibetan 
children.”382 In other words, 
the chronic malnutrition 
of Tibetan children is 
not simply a result of the 
remote environment but 
an urgent social issue that 
could be addressed through 
better health care services 
and proper socioeconomic 

380	 Dang, S., Yan, H., Yamamoto, S., Wang, X., and Zeng, L. 
(2004). “Poor nutritional status of younger Tibetan children 
living at high altitudes.” European Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 58: 938-946.

381	 Ibid at 938.
382	 Ibid at 945.
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development.383 

5.   Elderly Health

With poor access to health care, high infant 
mortality rates, and chronic malnutrition, it is 
no surprise that the tar has a low average life 
expectancy of 66 years. According to the 2010 
census results, about 25% of the tar’s elderly 
population, aged 60-years-old and above, are still 
working in manual labour jobs (fig 11). Only 
26% of the elderly population reported to be 
in “good health” and about 22% reported they 
were in “poor health, but living independently.” 
Interestingly, the census does not provide a total 
figure for how many elders reported poor health, 
regardless of being able to live independently or 
dependently. It is likely that the number of those 
in poor health yet living independently would 
yield a much smaller number, thus concealing the 
actual number of elders in poor health.

Source: Sixth National Population Census of China 
2010, image copyright of tchrd, 2014.

383	 This argument is set forth by the following studies: Harris, 
N., Crawford, P., Yangzom, Y., Pinzo, L., Gyaltsen, P., and 
Hudes, M. “Nutritional and Health Status of Tibetan Children 
Living at High Altitudes” New England Journal of Medicine, v. 
344, no. 5: 341-347 and Maberly, G. and Sullivan, K. (2001) 
“Alarming Facts about the Health and Nutrition of Children 
in Tibet” New England Journal of Medicine, v. 344, no. 5.

Outside of the tar, the 2010 census provides 
data for the seven taps with a majority Tibetan 
population. Of the seven taps, Ngawa had the 
highest percentage of elders working in manual 
labour jobs (27%) as well as the highest percentage 
of elders in good health (41%). Further study is 
needed to see if there is a direct correlation between 
these numbers. Guoluo and Yushu had the worst 
elderly health indicators. Only 18% of the elderly 
population in Guoluo and 11% in Yushu reported 
good health. In Yushu, an area that was struck by a 
devastating earthquake in 2010 just months before 
the census was taken, 39% of the elderly reported 
being in “poor health but living independently.”

The tar had by far the highest percentage of 
elders (30%) who were not receiving retirement 
pensions, far higher than all the taps, which 
reported only 4-7 % of their elders living without 
pensions. The tar also had a far higher percentage 
of elders (22%) who reported they “cannot live 

independently,” compared to 
the taps that reported a much 
lower figure of 4-11 % of elders 
not able to live independently. 
These dramatic discrepancies 
help account for the low life 
expectancy in the tar compared 
to the surrounding provinces of 
Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan, and 
Yunnan. As is the case with 
the young, it is stunning to see 
the tar falling so far behind its 
provincial neighbours when 
it comes to the health of its 
elderly population. 

6.  Hospitals and Doctors by Region

 Between 2006 and 2010, the only region that saw 
a significant increase in hospitals and doctors was 
the tar, which gained over 5,200 hospitals and 
500 doctors (fig. 12). In all the taps the number 
of hospitals either remained the same or decreased. 
The rapid building of hospitals, roads, and schools 
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is often celebrated as the proof of Tibet’s successful 
development. It is also connected to the mass 
population transfer of Han workers to Tibet. It is 
troubling that this dramatic increase in hospitals 
has failed to raise the tar’s average life expectancy, 
infant mortality rates, malnutrition rates, and poor 
elderly health to match that of its neighbours and 
the national standard. This is an area that requires 
urgent research to uncover the true story of state-
led development inside Tibet.

D.  Education in Tibet
In 1986, the prc passed a compulsory education 
law to make nine years of education mandatory for 
all children.384 Students who successfully complete 
high school are then admitted to universities on 
the basis of their national exam scores. For almost 
30 years, these programs successfully increased 
access to education across China and popularised 
higher education. The average years of schooling 
(ays) increased from 6.8 years in 1996 to 8.3 years 
in 2008.385 Its proponents have hailed the modern 
Chinese education system as a paradigm of 
educational equity. However, it has also attracted 

384	 Rong, Ma. (2014). “Bilingual Education and Language Policy 
in Tibet” in J. Leibold and Y. Chen (eds.), Minority Education 
in China, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 83-
106.

385	 Yang, J., Huang, X., and Liu, X. (2014). “An analysis of 
education inequality in China.” International Journal of 
Educational Development, 37: 2-10. 

much criticism from researchers who point to the 
“education gap” between urban and rural children. 
The 2010 census and other state-led statistical 
studies make it possible to see the prc’s official 
numbers on educational attainment, illiteracy, 
average years of schooling, and the growth of 
educational facilities and resources across different 
regions. As the charts below will show (figs. 13-
19), there are undeniable inequalities in the prc’s 
lauded education system, especially in tar. On 

all major indicators 
of education, the tar 
scores among the 
lowest in the prc. For 
some indicators tar is 
the lowest by a large 
margin.

1.  Educational 
Attainment and 
Inequality 

Education inequality 
is measured by the 
Gini coefficient, 
which measures the 

relative inequality of the schooling distribution, 
with higher numbers indicating a higher level of 
inequality. The ays also serves as an indicator of 
education inequality, with more years indicating 
a better distribution of educational resources. In 
surveys conducted in 2000 and 2008, the tar had 
the highest Gini coefficent of .4271 and a lowest 
ays of 4.71 for 2008 (fig. 13). The neighbouring 
regions of Sichuan, Yunnan, Gansu, and Qinghai 
all perform much better than the tar, with an ays 
between 6.9 and 7.51. This data shows that despite 
the compulsory 9-year education “universally 
offered” in the prc, the average Tibetan youth 
living in the tar only receives 4 to 5 years of 
schooling (compared to the national average of 
8.27 years).

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS



human rights situation in tibet:  annual report 2014

62

Education gini coefficient and average average a years years y
of Schooling (Aof Schooling (Aof Schooling ( ysAysA ), fig. 13

regionregionr 2000 gini 2000 AysAysA 2008 gini 2008 AysAysA

National Average .2377 7.62 .2255 8.27

Beijing .2109 9.99 .1977 10.97

sichuan .2422 7.06 .2413 7.51

Yunnan .2946 6.33 .2565 6.90

Gansu .3273 6.54 .2963 7.17

Qinghai .3954 6.12 .3072 7.26

tar .5946 3.43 .4271 4.71

Source:  J. Yang et al, An analysis of education 
inequality in China, Int’l Journal of Educational 
Devt, 37, 2014: 4

researchers have argued that such education gaps researchers have argued that such education gaps r
could be easily addressed if adequate government 
spending were dedicated to education. The prc’s 
educational investment remains about half that of 
other oecd countries, comprising less than 3% of 
gdp in most years, between 1990-2010.386 Despite 
the strong evidence for the lack of education in 
rural areas, the prc has given it minimal attention 

386 Yang, J., Huang, X., and Liu, X. (2014). “An analysis of 
education inequality in china.” International Journal of 
Educational Development, 37: 2-10. 

and not taken adequate action to decrease 
inequality.387

The educational disparities are apparent 
in the 2010 census results for the tar

and other Tibetan populated areas (fig. 
14). In 2010, 37% of eligible school-
aged children (ages 6 and up) in the tar

never attended school. This is a much 
higher percentage than the neighbouring 
areas of Qinghai (28%), Gansu (19%), 
sichuan (28%) and Yunnan (16%). As a 
whole, the tar and these inland provinces tar and these inland provinces tar

fare much worse than the prc’s national average of 
5% of school-aged children who never attended 
school.

As children transition to middle school, the 
inequality is more pronounced. In an analysis 
of the 2000 census on school enrolment and 
graduation rates in the Western provinces of the 
prc, including the tar, researchers identified 
enrolment in middle school and high school as the 
two times when many youth leave the educational 
system.388 This remained true in 2010, especially 
for the Tibetans living in the tar, Qinghai, Gansu, 

sichuan, and Yunnan. In all of 
these regions, less than 20% of 
Tibetan primary school students 
enrolled in middle school. The 
transition to high school is even 
more rare, with less than 5 % of 
Tibetan youth in the tar, Qinghai, 
Gansu, sichuan, and Yunnan 
making the transition.

studies  show that Tibetan  students 
face many hurdles in making the 
transitions from primary school 
to middle school and onward, 
including the increasing use of 
chinese as the primary medium 
of instruction, the lack of quality 
learning environments, the lack 
of relevancy to local cultures 
and economies, the long travel 
distance to the schools, and the 

387 Yang et. al, 10.
388 connelly, r. and Zheng, Z. (2007). “school Enrollment 

and Graduation rates in Western china Based on the 2000 
census,” Journal of chinese Economic and Business studies, 
5:2, 147-161.
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lack of available jobs after graduation.389 Most 
primary schools teach in both Tibetan and 
Chinese. However, the use of Chinese as the 
primary language of instruction dramatically 
increases after primary school. In most middle and 
high schools, all the courses are taught in Chinese 
with only one Tibetan language course included 
in the curriculum. Therefore, the students who 
enter middle and high school are more likely to 
perform poorly because of the language barrier. 

In 2010, approximately 288,500 Tibetan students 
from the tar, Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, and 
Yunnan attended university, college, or a post-
secondary vocational school (less than 5% of 
the total school-aged population, age 6 and up). 
According to Chinese education researcher Ma 
Rong, most of these students are attending minority 
universities or universities 
in minority regions.390 It 
is increasingly difficult 
for Tibetan high school 
graduates to enter top 
Chinese universities. 
Peking University, one of 
China’s top universities, 
recruited only 37 Tibetan 
undergraduates, 13 
masters students, and 
4 PhDs between 2006-
2010.391 Furthermore, a 
study from 2004 found 
that universities outside 
the tar admitted only 
336 tar students and of 
this number, 67% or 227 
were ethnically Han.392  
These numbers show that 
Tibetan youth are very 

389	S ee e.g. Postiglione, et. al (2004, 2014); Rong, Ma. (2014); 
and Connelly, R. and Zheng, Z. (2007). 

390	 Rong, Ma. (2014). “Bilingual Education and Language Policy 
in Tibet” in J. Leibold and Y. Chen (eds.), Minority Education 
in China, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 83-
106.

391	 Rong, 2014.
392	 Postiglione et al, 2004.

much disadvantaged when it comes to accessing 
education at all levels. 

2.  Gender Disparities

In the tar and the seven Tibetan majority taps, 
the gender breakdown shows females are less likely 
to receive an education. According to the 2010 
census, out of all the Tibetans who never attended 
school, 59% were female and 41% were male 
(fig.15). Tibetan females, especially those from 
rural areas, were far less likely to attend school 
compared with the males. For those Tibetans who 
attended primary school, 53% were male and 47% 
female. During the crucial jump to middle school, 
Tibetan boys also fared better: 58% of middle 
school students were male and only 42 % were 
female.  For high school and post-secondary, the 

percentages level out a bit, hovering around 53% 
male and 47% female. These results show that 
Tibetan boys have a significant advantage over the 
girls when it comes to accessing education.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS
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3.  Illiteracy rates

With the low rates of educational attainment, it 
follows that illiteracy rates are also high in Tibetan 
populated regions. The 2010 census provides 
illiteracy rates at the regional and prefectural level 
for areas with a majority Tibetan population (fig. 
16). The chart below, which is based only on those 
who are aged 15 years old and up, shows the tar with 
the highest percentage of illiterate persons (32%) 
compared to the other 
seven taps. Huangnan 
and Ganzi also have high 
percentages in the 30% 
range. All other regions 
have significantly lower 
percentages of illiteracy, 
with the lowest recorded 
in Ngawa tap of Sichuan 
(12%). In all regions, 
females are far more 
likely to be illiterate, 
comprising 57% or 
more of all illiterate 
people over 15 years 
old. These numbers are 
proportionate to the 
gender disparities in 
educational attainment

2010 Illiteracy Rates 
by Region and Gender (fig. 16)

Tibetan Region
(over 50% 
Tibetan)

Total population 
age 15 and up

% of illiterate 
persons 

% 
male

% 
female

tar 2,270,481 32.29 39 61

Hainan 332,429 23.19 33 67

Huangnan 189,645 30.28 32 68

Guoluo 130,555 16.62 34 66

Yushu 257,865 26.19 41 59

Aba 720,211 12.39 35 65

Ganzi 838,524 30.17 43 57

Gannan 537,914 17.89 34 66

Source: Sixth National Population Census of the prc, 
2010

On a national level, the tar has had the highest 
illiteracy rate in the prc since 1990. Depending on 
the official publication released, the illiteracy rate 
fluctuates because of the method used to calculate 
it. The 2010 census lists the tar’s illiteracy rate 
at 32% because it counts only the population 
aged 15 and up but the Major Figures of the 2010 
Population Census (a widely published summary of 
the census results) lists it at 24% because it takes 
this percentage out of the entire population. 

Source: Major Figures of the 2010 Population 
Census, National Bureau of Statistics of the prc.

Either way, the numbers cannot 
disguise the fact that the tar has an 
extraordinarily high rate of illiteracy 
compared to its neighbours and the 
rest of the prc. The comparative figure 
of the different regions (fig. 17) shows 
the tar with an illiteracy rate that is 
6 times that of the national average of 
4%. The figure also shows the tar’s 
soaring illiteracy rate compared to its 
neighbours of Qinghai (10%), Gansu 

(9%), Sichuan (5%), and Yunnan (6%).
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4.  Educational Facilities

A key revelation lies in the number of educational 
facilities that were built and closed in the tar and 
other Tibetan-majority taps from 2006-2013 (fig. 
18). Based on the statistical yearbook data for 
each region, we see dramatic fluctuations in the 
number of schools in each area. With the exception 
of kindergarten schools, most regions saw a sharp 
decline in the number of schools. On one hand, the 
state is expanding access to kindergarten, bringing 
Tibetan children into the educational system at a 
much younger age. Over 400 kindergarten schools 
were built in the tar in the past 6 years. On the 
other hand, the shrinking number of elementary, 
middle, and high schools reflects the widespread 
closing of village schools, which are consolidated 
into large boarding schools located in townships 
and cities. This consolidation of schools forces 
young children to either travel long distances to 
attend school or to leave their families and live on 
campus to gain an education. Studies have shown 
that this strategy is widely used to encourage 
nomads to take on a sedentary lifestyle by moving 
them closer to towns and cities.393

Interestingly, the increase in the number of 
kindergartens does not always translate into better 
learning environments for young Tibetan children. 
For instance, in the tar, there was a dramatic jump 
of 42 kindergartens in 2006 to 480 in 2013. With 
an increase of over 400 schools, the student to 
teacher ratio did not drop but actually rose from 
one teacher per 25 students in 2006 to one teacher 
per 39 students in 2013. This suggests that the new 
schools are poorly staffed to handle the increased 
volume of students. This trend holds true for 
Huangnan, Guoluo, and Yushu, all areas that saw 
a big jump in the number of kindergartens and 
kindergarten enrolment but not enough teachers 
to maintain a reasonable teacher-student ratio. 
The worst case is Guoluo, where one kindergarten 
teacher was available per 81 students in 2013. 

Interestingly, in Ngawa and Ganzi taps in Sichuan, 

393	  See Postiglione et. al, 2014; Bangsbo 2008.

the increased number of kindergartens coincided 
with a sharp decline in student enrolment. For 
instance, Ngawa saw an increase from 27 to 64 
kindergartens in the 6-year period, but a dramatic 
decline of 8,961 enrolled kindergarten students to 
just 729 students in 2013. A very similar trend is 
seen in Ganzi as well. Further research is needed 
to explain these dramatic regional differences. 

During the 6-year period, a greater number of 
elementary schools were closed compared to 
middle schools or high schools. In Hainan tap, 
344 elementary schools declined to just 54. In 
Ngawa tap, 1,195 elementary schools declined 
to 286. The closing of these schools did lead to 
a significant decline in the number of enrolled 
students. In Hainan, 51,000 elementary students 
declined to just over 45,000. In Ngawa, 99,000 
enrolled elementary students declined to 75,000. 
More research is needed to verify if these missing 
children are simply opting out of elementary school 
or travelling elsewhere to receive an education. 
With the closing down of village schools, there are 
reports that some local Tibetan groups are forming 
community schools or informal vocational centres 
to educate their children.394 These may not be 
counted in the census. 

The decline in middle and high schools is less 
pronounced, but still significant. To continue 
with the above examples, Hainan had 42 middle 
and high schools in 2006, a number that was 
reduced to 19 in 2013. Unlike the trend with 
elementary schools, there was actually a slight 
increase of enrolled middle and high school 
students in Hainan. The same is true for Ngawa as 
well, which lost 9 middle and high schools despite 
an increase in enrolment. The only region that 
deviates from this trend is the tar, which saw an 
increase of 4 middle and high schools, increased 
student enrolment, as well as improved student-
teacher ratio. 

These shifting numbers show that educational 
development and reorganization are happening on 

394	  See Rong, 2014.
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a large scale, with many regional differences at play. 
In-depth research at the prefectural level is needed 
to identify the key driving forces behind these 
changes. scholars have pointed to the changing 
patterns of population mobility, the spread 
of mass protests since 2008, the controversial 
resettlement of the nomadic population, and 

state-led development projects as just a few of the 
driving social forces behind the restructuring of the 
educational system in Tibet.395 The dramatic pace 
of change should sound an alarm, as these shifts 
will impact Tibetans for generations to come and 
it is highly unlikely that local needs and interests 
are being consulted in the process.

395 see postiglione et. al, 2004, 2014.
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Source: Provincial Statistical Yearbooks, 2006-2013
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5. Worker Education levels

Education researchers have found that one of the 
primary reasons Tibetan families keep their children 
at home instead of sending them to school is the 
lack of suitable employment upon graduation.396

If the children are sent to school, it is not certain 
that they will be employed upon graduation. At 
the same time, they are very much needed at home 
to carry out essential work for the family, such as 
caring for livestock, farming, or trading. Nomadic 
and rural families rely on the children to carry out 
tasks essential to the household economy. The 
2010 census gives pertinent data on this issue 
as it identifies the education levels of workers 
in the region’s major industries of agriculture 
and livestock. In the tar, the vast majority of 
labourers in agriculture and livestock have not 
gained more than an elementary school education 
(fig. 19). For instance, the numbers show that the 
agriculture industry mostly hires those who have 
never attended school (30,852 labourers) or those 
with only an elementary school education (36,111 
labourers) compared to just 232 individuals with 
post-secondary degrees. There are far fewer jobs for 
those with a middle school education or higher, as 
seen in the manufacturing, forestry, and mining 
industries. 

Source: Sixth National Population Census of the prc, prc, prc

2010

396 see postiglione et. al, 2004, 2014.

E. conclusion 

The 2010 census reveals a two-sided picture that 
does not add up. On one hand, it reveals substantial 
increases in health and education infrastructure 
and personnel, such as a greater number of 
hospitals, doctors, schools, and teachers, especially 
in the tar. On the other hand, it reveals strikingly 
disproportionate regional inequalities and the lack 
of improved access to basic health and education 
services. The tar, in particular, lags far behind 
its neighbours and the prc national averages on 
all major indicators of health and education, 
including life expectancy, maternal health, and 
child health. The tar also has the highest rate of tar also has the highest rate of tar

illiteracy in the prc, with nearly a third of the adult 
population being illiterate. 

What doesn’t add up here is that the tar data tar data tar

makes some of the biggest leaps in infrastructure 
building over the past 10 years compared to its 
neighbouring provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, 
sichuan, and Yunnan. Literally hundreds of schools 
and thousands of hospitals were built in the tar

since 2000, far surpassing the health and education 
infrastructure building in the other provinces with 
large Tibetan populations. Yet despite these large-
scale building projects, the 2010 census shows the 

tar nowhere tar nowhere tar

near catching 
up with any 
of the inland 
provinces on 
the major 
indicators of 
health and 
e d u c a t i o n . 
A l t h o u g h 
there are 
i m p r o v e -
ments since 
2000, it is 
still troubling 

how far behind the region falls when compared to 
the rest of the prc. 
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The 2010 census data shows that the lauded 
campaigns for developing a peaceful and prosperous 
Tibet and billions of dollars in investment have 
not succeeded in providing the most fundamental 
needs in health and education enjoyed by the 
rest of the prc, such as proper nutrition, access to 
health care, and basic literacy. We must also keep 
in mind that the 2010 census results likely paint a 
more positive picture than is actually the case on 
the ground. 

The 2010 census results should sound an alarm. 
The severe lack of health care and education in the 
tar amounts to a humanitarian crisis. With one of 
the highest infant mortality rates in the world and 
the low average life expectancy of 66 years old, it 
is undeniable that the current health development 
programs require re-evaluation. The rapid building 
of schools and hospitals does not appear to be 
transforming the situation for the better, especially 
considering that the neighbouring provinces are 
faring much better without similar development 
campaigns. 

More in-depth research is urgently needed to 
identify the reasons behind such disparity. It 
would be useful to compare how government 
investments in health and education are spent 
across these inland provinces, including the 
distribution of resources and the training of key 
personnel. It would also be vital to identify the 
social and cultural barriers that are preventing 
Tibetans from accessing the most basic health and 
education services

1.  Key Findings on Health in Tibet:

In 2010, the -	 tar had the prc’s lowest average 
life expectancy at 66 years old, compared to 
the prc’s national average of 74 years old.

In 2010, the -	 tar had an infant mortality 
rate of 23.5%, the highest in all regions of 
the prc and more than twice as high as the 
neighbouring provinces. 

In 2010, only 33% of mothers in the -	 tar 
received systematic health care and 52% 
gave birth in a hospital.

Young children in the -	 tar are the least likely 
to receive health care in the prc. In 2010, 
less than half of tar children aged 7 and 
under received healthcare, compared to 
the roughly 75% of children who received 
health care in Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan, and 
Yunnan. The children of the tar also suffer 
high rates of malnutrition and stunting.

Between 17 -25% of elderly Tibetans (aged -	
60 and up) are still working in labour jobs in 
2010. Ngawa has the highest percentage of 
elders reporting good health (41%) whereas 
Yushu has the lowest (11%). The tar has by 
far, the highest percentage of elders who are 
not receiving retirement pensions (30%).

Of all the Tibetan majority regions, only the -	
tar saw a substantial jump in the number 
of hospitals and doctors from 2006-2010.  
In just 4 years, over 5,200 hospitals were 
built and 500 doctors were hired. However, 
this did not improve the average number 
of hospital beds and doctors per person. In 
2010, the tar had only 3 hospital beds and 
1 doctor per 1000 people.

2.  Key Findings on Education in Tibet:

In 2008, the -	 tar had the lowest average 
years of schooling per person at 4.71 years. 
The neighbouring provinces of Qinghai, 
Gansu, Yunnan, and Sichuan all had average 
years of schooling in the 7 year range. The 
national prc average was 8 years. 

In 2010, compared to Tibetans living in -	
Sichuan, Yunnan, Gansu, and Qinghai, 
Tibetans in the tar had the highest 
percentage of those who never attended 
school, 37%. About half of all Tibetans 
in the tar, Sichuan, Gansu, Qinghai, and 
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Yunnan have attended primary school, but 
a much smaller percentage (between 12-
19%) make the transition to middle school. 
Less than 5% of all Tibetans in these regions 
make it to high school or beyond.

Tibetan males have a significant advantage -	
over Tibetan females when it comes to 
accessing education. In 2010, out of those 
who never attended school, about 59% are 
female. At all levels of primary, middle, and 
high school, Tibetan males outnumber the 
Tibetan females.

In 2010, the illiteracy rate in the -	 tar for those 
aged 15 years and up was 32%, the highest 
in the prc. This is significantly higher than 
the illiteracy rates in the Tibetan majority 
taps, which range from 12% in Ngawa to 
30% in Ganzi and Huangnan. 

With the exception of an increase in number -	
of kindergarten schools, the tar and the 
Tibetan majority taps saw a sharp decline in 
the number of elementary, middle, and high 
schools from 2006-2013. This is likely the 
result of closing down village schools, which 
have been consolidated into large boarding 
schools located in towns and cities.

In the -	 tar, the largest industries of 
agriculture and livestock primarily hire 
workers who have never attended school or 
only attended elementary school. Thus it 
appears that students with a middle school 
education (or higher) have a smaller chance 
of finding suitable employment.
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II.  Education in Tibet

The prc’s 2010 census data on education in Tibet 
reveals that there are systemic and consistent 
problems with education in Tibet. The low number 
of Tibetans receiving an education and the high 
number of children dropping out of school is a 
problem that cannot be confined to a particular 
year or policy. In 2014, tchrd published a special 
report discussing some of the causes and solutions 
to the poor of education system in Tibet.397 There 
are many interrelated causes for these problems. 

397	S pecial Report on The Right to Education in Tibet (TCHRD 
2014), available at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/12/Click-here.pdf. 

The problems are not insurmountable. Three of 
the main problems are: 1) the students cannot 
relate to the curriculum; Mandarin is increasingly 
used as the language of instruction, which makes 
it harder for Tibetans to learn; and 3) that the 
geography in Tibet makes centralized education 
system difficult. Both of these problems can be 
solved through relatively simple measures that 
have been tried and tested in other countries. 

There are two main problems with the education 
system in Tibet: 1) the curriculum does not 
offer material children can relate to; and 2) the 
geography of Tibet makes it difficult to bring 
education to children. 

A.  Curriculum

The curriculum in Tibet is the product of an effort 
to control what children in Tibet think and believe. 
In some cases, the prc’s control over textbooks and 
curriculum has succeeded in convincing students 
to trust government officials and the ccp.398 In 
Tibet, the curriculum has the effect of keeping 
children out of school. Because the curriculum 
rewrites Tibetan history and portrays Tibetan 
culture as barbaric parents are hesitant to send 
their children to school.399 

In 2014, tchrd obtained textbooks that are being 
used in Tibet. These textbooks confirm stories 
of how Tibetan culture is treated as barbaric400 
and students learn to be ashamed of their culture 
and traditions.401 When compared with previous 

398	 Alicia P.Q. Whittmeyer, We Don’t Need No Education: 
Thought control in the classroom is real -- and it works, 
Foreign Policy, 30 June 2014, available at: http://www.
foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/06/30/we_dont_need_no_
education_china_patriotic_education_hong_kong. 

399	S pecial Report on The Right to Education in Tibet (TCHRD 
2014) pp.12, 35 .

400	 Tsering Woeser, My Chinese Education: Learning to Forget 
Tibet in China, The New York Times, 14 Aug. 2014, available 
at: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/15/opinion/learning-
to-forget-tibet-in-china.html?_r=0. 

401	S pecial Report on The Right to Education in Tibet (TCHRD 
2014) p. 12, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/12/Click-here.pdf. 
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textbooks, they demonstrate that the prc removes 
more aspects of Tibetan culture and history. 
Historical examples of Buddhism in Tibet or 
Tibetan achievements are edited or deleted, as the 
prc perceives any reference to Tibetan Buddhism, 
the Dalai Lamas, or Tibetan nationalism as a 
threat.402 

In many cases, the prc removed references to 
Tibetan Buddhism because they view it as a threat 
to stability.403 Textbooks from the 1980s discussed 
the Potala Palace’s religious and political history 
and described the Dalai Lamas who lived there.404 
By 2003, these paragraphs were deleted. Tibetan 
historical figures have also been reinvented to fit 
the prc’s propaganda. In a current textbook there 
is an entire chapter that discusses Thangtong 
Gyalpo. The textbook describes Thangtong 
Gyalpo as a proponent of Marxism, despite the fact 
that he lived in the 14th century—approximately 
500 years before Karl Marx was born. Thangtong 
Gyalpo’s achievements that relate to Tibetan 
culture or religion are never mentioned. This 
includes his recognition as a Buddhist saint, his 
founding of Tibetan opera, and his work on 
Tibetan Buddhist mediation and medicine.405 
The textbook does mention Thangtong Gyalpo’s 
suspension bridges, but omits that they were built 
to help travelling religious pilgrims.406 Similarly, 
even though the Sakya Monastery is mentioned 
in the textbooks the monks who studied religious 
teachings are not.407 

The textbooks do more than undermine the 
successes of Tibetans. Other parts of the textbooks 
portray Tibetan culture as backward and inferior. 
Particularly among nomads, there is a perception 

402	 Ibid at p. 11. 
403	R onald Schwartz, Religious Persecution in Tibet, Canada Tibet 

Committee, available at: http://www.tibet.ca/_media/PDF/
Religious-Persecution-in-Tibet.pdf.

404	S pecial Report on The Right to Education in Tibet (TCHRD 
2014) p. 11, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/12/Click-here.pdf. 

405	 Ibid. 
406	 Ibid. 
407	 Ibid.

that the schools will teach children that their 
traditional way of life is inferior.408 Students from 
rural areas rarely return to farming and herding 
after attending schools.409 As a result, nomadic 
parents believe that the schools are designed to 
undermine their traditional way of life.410 This 
perception, is confirmed by statements by prc 
officials who emphasise that the goal of education 
is to ensure students are loyal to the ccp.411

To increase enrolment at schools the prc could 
make the educational system more appealing to 
Tibetan families. Rather than ignore Tibetan 
successes and religion, while degrading Tibetan 
culture, the prc could acknowledge the successes 
of Tibetan culture and the role religion played in 
it. The legal requirement to do this already exists 
in the prc’s Constitution.412 However, this legal 
requirement has not been implemented. Instead, 
the prc has implemented the “Three Guarantees 
Policy.”413 This policy does not change the 
curriculum. Instead, it aims to increase enrolment 
by providing families with financial incentives.414 
If the prc is serious about increasing enrolment in 
Tibet it must follow its own laws and provide a 
curriculum that will assuage the parents’ fears.

B.  Language

The Tibetan students that do attend school 
are disadvantaged compared to their Chinese 
counterparts because the primary language of 
instruction is in Mandarin and not Tibetan. 
Despite this, Tibetan schools are increasingly 
using Mandarin as the medium of instruction. In 
2014 a survey revealed that Tibetan students want 
to be taught in Tibetan and learn more efficiently 
when they are.415

408	  Ibid at p. 35. 
409	  Ibid at p. 36. 
410	  Ibid at p. 34.
411	  Ibid at p. 9.
412	  Ibid at p. 13.
413	  Ibid at p. 36.
414	  Ibid.
415	  Ibid at p. 21.
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In tar Tibetan is the medium of instruction for 
primary schools.416  At middle and high schools 
classes are in Mandarin.417 This is one reason why 
so few Tibetan make the transition from primary 
school to middle school (fig. 14). Students face a 
difficult transition from using Tibetan in school to 
Mandarin. This is exacerbated because if a Tibetan 
student does not understand something the 
teachers are unable to explain it in Tibetan. The 
student must either understand the explanation in 
Mandarin or not at all.

The prc’s efforts to make Mandarin the language 
of instruction has been slowed by resistance from 
students and teachers. In Qinghai province in 2010 
students staged protests against the use of Mandarin 
in primary schools. The protests succeeded in 
delaying the use of Mandarin in primary school.418 
The students feared that the introduction of 
Mandarin as the medium of instruction was 
designed wipe out Tibetan.419 There were similar 
protest in Rebgong (Ch: Tongren) in Malho 
(Ch: Huangnan) tap in Qinghai on 9 November 
2012.420 In November 2014, students protested 
the introduction of instruction in Mandarin in 
Dzoege (Ch: Ruoergai) County in Ngaba (Ch: 
Aba) tap in Sichuan Province.421 The officials in 
Sichuan said that the switch to Mandarin would 
help students with their exams.422

If officials want to improve education and test 
results the solution is not to require younger and 
younger students to be taught in Mandarin. In 

416	 Ibid at p. 22.
417	 Ibid.
418	 Ibid at pp. 22-23.
419	 Tibetan students protests Chinese language plans, CBC News, 

23 Oct. 2010, available at: http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/
tibetan-students-protest-chinese-language-plans-1.945376. 

420	 Tibetan Students Protest Official’s Call for Instruction in 
Chinese, Radio Free Asia, 6 Nov. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/instruction-11062014151550.
html.

421	 Tibetan Students Protest Official’s Call for Instruction in 
Chinese, Radio Free Asia, 6 Nov. 2014, available at: http://www.
rfa.org/english/news/tibet/instruction-11062014151550.
html. 

422	 Ibid.

addition to sparking protests, this could force 
more children to drop out of school earlier. A 
more practical approach would be to adopt mother 
tongue-based bilingual education. This approach 
has been very successful in Finland where almost 
6% of the population speaks Swedish as a native 
language.423 Mother tongue-based bilingual 
education requires all native Finnish speakers, 
almost 91% of the population, to study Swedish 
when they are about 13 years old. At the same 
age, native Swedish speakers are required to 
study Finnish.424 Both groups are taught in their 
native language. This system removes the stigma 
of speaking a minority language.425 Importantly, 
it also allows students to learn a second language 
while still getting the educational benefits of 
learning in their native language. 

Implementing a system in Tibet would require 
Tibetan students to study Mandarin while being 
taught in Tibetan and Chinese students studying 
Tibetan while being taught in Mandarin. If 
successfully implemented, this system could 
improve Tibetan’s test scores while not undermining 
Tibetan language or creating unnecessary barriers 
to education for Tibetans.  

C.  Geography

One of the most difficult problems facing 
any education system is how to reach rural 
communities. In Tibet, which is one of the least 
populated areas in the world, this problem is 
particularly pronounced.426 In rural communities, 
the distance between families makes developing 
a centralized school system difficult. The prc 
has attempted to address this issue by creating 
boarding schools. However, these schools have 
not succeeded. Part of the reason is that nomadic 
communities think the curriculum at boarding 
schools will undermine their culture. Another 

423	 Special Report on The Right to Education in Tibet 
(TCHRD 2014) p. 22, available at: http://www.tchrd.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Click-here.pdf.

424	 Ibid at p. 29.
425	 Ibid.
426	 Ibid at p. 39.
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reason is that it is difficult to get teachers willing 
to teach in rural Tibet.427 

The schools that are unable to get enough qualified 
teachers are understaffed or rely substitute teachers. 
Most small schools in tar, referred to as “teaching 
spots” are so understaffed that they cannot offer 
all the required classes to elementary school 
students.428  Substitute teachers are teachers that 
do not meet the minimum requirements to be 
official teachers.429 In rural Tibetan areas, teachers 
that meet the minimum requirements are difficult 
to hire or refuse to work in impoverished rural 
areas.430 The prc’s minimum qualifications to teach 
do not take into account the differences between 
rural and urban areas or the local language and 
culture. This means that even when teachers who 
are qualified to teach go to rural areas they are not 
ready to teach effectively. 

The prc can increase the accessibility of schools by 
utilising mobile learning. At its most basic, mobile 
learning requires a radio. In 1948, Australia 
introduced mobile learning to provide people 
in rural areas with an education by broadcasting 
classes over the radi. Since then the programme 
has thrived and expanded. By 2005, it is present in 
all but two of Australia’s states and territories.431 

With new technology, including the use of the 
Internet, mobile learning can reach people who 
would otherwise be inaccessible. According to 
official prc information, the technology required 
to implement it already exists.432 The prc says 
that there are now 63,600 small schools including 
those in TAR that have digital teaching devices 

427	 Ibid at p. 40.
428	C hina’s small schools go digital, Xinhua, 27 Dec. 2014, 

available at: http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2014-
12/27/c_133882231.htm. 

429	S pecial Report on The Right to Education in Tibet (TCHRD 
2014) pp. 40-41, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/12/Click-here.pdf.

430	 Ibid at p. 41.
431	 Ibid at p. 45.
432	 Ibid at o. 46.

and resources in the prc.433 However, it is unclear 
whether they take full advantage of remote learning 
or merely provide communication technology to 
centralized schools. An essential element of mobile 
learning is that it decentralizes the education. 
Tibet is ideally situated for such mobile learning. 
If properly implemented it would also enable 
students to attend school without sacrificing their 
culture and language.

D.  Conclusion

The census data demonstrated substantial problems 
with education in Tibet. Some of these problems 
are an unavoidable part of the Tibetan geography. 
Others represent the complexities of working with 
a minority culture that speaks a different language. 
None of these problems should prevent Tibetans 
from receiving an education. Other countries 
have been able to overcome similar problems. 
However, solving these problems would require a 
commitment by the prc to improve education in 
Tibet. This would include teaching about Tibetan 
culture, teaching in Tibetan, and decentralizing 
schooling. Unfortunately, the prc does not seem 
willing to make these necessary changes.  

III.  Nomad Resettlement

In 2014, the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights 
and Democracy (tchrd) published a report on 
the resettlement of Tibetan nomads.434 The report 
argued that even though resettled Tibetan nomads 
are not recognized as Internally Displaced People 
(idp) they face the same dangers and require the 
same protections.435 

In Tibet the local governments have resettled or 

433	C hina’s small schools go digital, Xinhua, 27 Dec. 2014, 
available at: http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2014-
12/27/c_133882231.htm.

434	R esettlement is Displacement: A Rights Based Perspective on 
the Internally Displaced in Tibet (TCHRD 2014), available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Click-
here-to-download-TCHRDs-special-report-on-the-right-of-
the-internally-displaced-in-Tibet.pdf. 

435	 Ibid at p. 1.
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relocated almost the entire nomadic population. 
About 40% of ethnic Tibetans in Tibet are 
nomadic or semi-nomadic.436 The resettlement 
of the Tibetan nomads will fundamentally and 
irreversibly alter Tibetan life and society. 

Because of the large number of nomads and 
the resettlement programs impact the entire 
population. Between 2006 and 2012 in tar, more 
than two-thirds of the entire population were 
effected by the relocation programs.437 In Qinghai 
Province, 90% of the nomadic population was 
resettled by 2013.438 In 2008, Sichuan Province 
announced it had resettled 80% of the nomadic 
population and expected to resettle the remaining 
470,000 nomads by 2013.439 

The legality of the resettlement of nomads 
is determined by various international legal 
instruments. In 2007, the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Adequate Housing provided basic principles 
and guidelines, based on existing human rights 
law, that apply to the displacement of people for 
the purposes of development. These guidelines 
established principles that should be followed 
before, during, and after displacement. The prc’s 
mass displacement of the Tibetan nomads violates 
these principles. This section will focus on the prc’s 
failure to fulfil its obligations prior to displacing 
the nomads.

The resettlement of the Tibetan nomads is usually 
implemented through false promises of a better 
life. Rather than help the nomads, the resettlement 
program leaves the previously self-sufficient 
436	 In Pictures: Tibetan Nomads, BBC, available at: http://news.

bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/picture_gallery/06/asia_pac_
tibetan_nomads/html/1.stm

437	R esettlement is Displacement: A Rights Based Perspective on 
the Internally Displaced in Tibet (TCHRD 2014) p. 6, available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Click-
here-to-download-TCHRDs-special-report-on-the-right-of-
the-internally-displaced-in-Tibet.pdf.

438	  Ibid.
439	R eport of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, 

Olivier De Schutter - Addendum: Mission to China, HRC, 
20 Jan. 2012, UN Doc. No. A/HRC/19/59/Add.1, para. 
35, available at: http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/
officialreports/20120306_china_en.pdf.   

nomads, without adequate housing, indebted, 
and unemployed. 

A.  International Law

Under international law forced evictions may only 
be carried out if certain specific criteria are met. 
If these criteria are not met then various human 
rights obligations are violated. These human 
rights include, among others, the right to an 
adequate standard of living in the icescr440 and 
the prohibition against arbitrary interference with 
a person’s family or home in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.441 These 
obligations are binding on the prc through human 
rights treaties and customary international law.442 

According to the Special Rapporteur for Adequate 
Housing’s report, before people can be displaced 
three requirements must be met. First, the 
displacement must be unavoidable and consistent 
with human rights.443 Second, the people being 
displaced must be informed of the eviction, given 
an opportunity to challenge the displacement.444 
Third, the resettlement measures, including 
the construction of houses and schools, and 
the provision of utilities must be adequate and 
completed before the eviction.445 The prc has 
failed to meet these minimum standards. 

B.  Unavoidable and Consistent with Human 	
     Rights 

The prc offers various justifications for the 
resettlement of the nomads. The entire campaign 
to resettle Tibetan nomads is part of the prc’s efforts 
to create a “Socialist Countryside.” The prc has also 
attempted to justify many of the relocations projects 
as necessary to protect the environment. Neither of 

440	 ICESCR Art. 11(1). 
441	 ICCPR, Art. 17(1).
442	 Basic Principles and Guidelines on Development-Based 

Evictions and Displacement, HRC, UN Doc. A/HRC/4/18, 
paras. 1, 3, available at: http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/
Issues/Housing/Guidelines_en.pdf. 

443	 Ibid at para. 40.
444	 Ibid at paras. 37, 43.
445	 Ibid at para. 44.
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these explanations permit the resettlement of the 
nomads. In the specific instance of the Zangmu 
Dam in tar, the displacement of approximately 
330,000 could qualify as development based 
displacement.446 However, the displacement is still 
not unavoidable. 

1.  Socialist Countryside

The prc says the resettlement and relocation of 
Tibetan nomads and farmers will create a ‘Socialist 
Countryside’ that will bring modern agricultural 
operations and capacity to Tibet.447 This 
justification does not assert that the resettlement/
relocation is unavoidable, only that it will benefit 
the Tibetans. In reality, the nomads and farmers 
do not benefit from being resettled or relocated. 

2.  Environment

The prc also claims that the resettlement of the 
nomads is necessary to protect the environment. 
Resettlement villages are a part of China’s 
development of a ‘Socialist Countryside’ and 
part of China’s ‘Tuimu Huancao’ policy. The 
Tuimu Huancao or “retire livestock and restore 
grassland” policy claims to “reverse severe grassland 
degradation” as well as “give herders the proper 
incentives both to better manage their land and 
also become more efficient market producers, 
thus raising their standard of living.”448 This 
justification has no scientific basis. Instead, the 
newly acquired land is used to promote mining 
and destructive environmental practices.449 

446	 ET Bureau. (2009, October 20). UPA under pressure to act 
fast on China. Economic Times, 20 Oct. 2009, available at: 
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2009-10-20/
news/28388341_1_yarlung-tsangpo-brahmaputra-second-
largest-resettlement.

447	 Jiabao, W., New Socialist Countryside - What Does It 
Mean? Beijing Review, 6 April 2006, available at: http://www.
bjreview.com.cn/special/third_plenum_17thcpc/txt/2008-
10/10/content_156190.htm.

448	 Yeh, E., Restoring the grasslands?, China Dialogue, 26 Jan, 
2010, available at: https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/
show/single/en/3470. 

449	S angay, L. (2012, July 13). For Tibetans, no other way to 
protest. Retrieved December 23, 2014, available at: http://
www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/for-tibetans-no-other-
way-to-protest/2012/07/13/gJQA13wniW_story.html 

The prc’s claim that relocation of nomads is 
necessary for environmental conservation is 
not scientifically sound. Before being resettled, 
Tibetans were practising techniques that had 
left the ecosystem undamaged for hundreds of 
years.450 Overgrazing is not recognized as a major 
cause of grassland degradation; rather, resource 
extraction and climate change play a greater role 
in ecological harm to grasslands.451 Long periods 
without livestock grazing have been shown to 
harm the ecosystem.452  

In practice, the prc does not attempt to protect 
the natural resources in the newly acquired land. 
Usually, the land the nomads were resettled from 
is opened up for mining. This includes open-pit 
mining, which tears up the grasslands that are 
being protected from overgrazing.453

Even when an environmental protection area is 
established mining continues unhindered. In 2014, 
Greenpeace published a report on an open pit coal 
mine in an environmental protection areas around 
the foothills of the Qilian Mountains in Qinghai 
Province. The mining violated conservation laws 
and polluted the water, grasslands, and wetlands.454 
The report described the Muli opencast coalfield 
as a “sprawling mining operation covering an area 
14 times larger than the city of London, located 
in Mili (Ch: Muli) Tibetan Autonomous County 
in Liangshan Prefecture, Sichuan Province.”455 

450	 Desal, T. (2014, November 25). China’s major hydroelectric 
dam project operational. The Tibet Post International. available 
at: http://www.thetibetpost.com/en/news/tibet/4317-chinas-
major-hydroelectric-dam-project-operational-. 

451	 United Nations Human Rights Council (UNCHR)(2012), 
‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier 
de Schutter’ Nineteenth session, 20 January 2012, UN Doc. 
A/HRC/59/Add.1.

452	P tackova, J. (2011). Sedentarisation of Tibetan nomads in 
China: Implementation of the Nomadic settlement project 
in the Tibetan Amdo area; Qinghai and Sichuan Provinces. 
Pastoralism: Research, Policy and Practice, 1(1), 4. 

453	 Exposed: Coal mining at the Source of China’s Yellow 
River,  Greenpeace, 7 Aug. 2014, available at: http://www.
greenpeace.org/international/en/news/features/Exposed-Coal-
mining-at-the-source-of-Chinas-Yellow-River/.

454	 Ibid.
455	 Ibid. 
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Its operation violated many of the prc’s water 
protection and natural protection laws. The mine 
has already severely harmed alpine meadows and 
glaciers that lead to headwaters of major river 
systems that feed most of South East Asia. In 
addition to current mining projects Greenpeace 
found that the government plans to open 16 more 
coalmines in the region.456

3.  Zangmu Dam

The closest development related justification for 
the resettlement of the nomads offered by the 
prc is to clear space for hydropower projects. The 
proposed Zangmu Dam is in Yarlung Tsangpo 
(Ch: Yalu Zangbu) canyon on a stretch of the 
Brahmaputra River in the Lhoka (Ch: Shannan) 
Prefecture in tar. This project has had significant 
implications for Tibetan nomad population. It will 
cause the relocation of about 330,000 people. This 
would be the PRC’s second largest resettlement 
plans.457 Construction on the first section of the 
dam began on 22 November 2014.458 Chinese state 
news agency Xinhua reported that the dam will 
generate 2.5 billion kilowatt hours of electricity 
every year.459 tar chairman Losang Jamcan spoke 
about how “the hydro plant is a good example 
of clean energy development”460 and how it will 
help to solve Tibet’s power need. Tibet’s per capita 
energy consumption is less than one-third of prc’s 
national average.461 

The Zangmu Dam is a necessary project and the 
displacement it causes is not unavoidable. It is not 

456	 Ibid.
457	 ET Bureau. (2009, October 20). UPA under pressure to act 

fast on China. Economic Times, 20 Oct. 2009, available at: 
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2009-10-20/
news/28388341_1_yarlung-tsangpo-brahmaputra-second-
largest-resettlement. 

458	R . R. Bhaskar, What Chinese dam on Brahmaputra means 
to India, DNA India, 27 Nov. 2014, available at: http://
www.dnaindia.com/money/report-what-chinese-dam-on-
brahmaputra-means-to-india-2038737.

459	 Major hydroplant goes operational in power-thirsty Tibet, 
Xinhua, 23 Nov. 2014, available at: http://news.xinhuanet.
com/english/china/2014-11/23/c_133808644.htm. 

460	 Ibid.
461	 Ibid.

the solution; this source of energy is extremely 
inefficient in a region with freezing temperatures, 
and a more extensive sequence of dams will need 
to be built along the river to increase the energy 
production’s profitability.462  This will only further 
incentivise the PRC to relocate nomad while 
also damaging the environment and threatening 
downstream States’ water supply. 

C.  Informed of and given an opportunity to 	
     challenge the eviction

The resettlement of the Tibetan nomads is 
accomplished through various tactics. Few of 
these tactics involve meaningfully informing the 
people of the eviction and none give the people 
an opportunity to challenge the eviction. When 
the authorities inform nomads of their imminent 
relocation the decision has already been made. 
The government officials do not provide room 
for discussion, nor do they consult an adequate 
representation of the village population.463

A common tactic involves coercing nomads into 
signing documents. The documents are later used 
to give the resettlement an appearance of legal 
process. However, merely obtaining the nomads 
signature does satisfy the prc’s legal obligations. 
In many cases the nomads sign the documents 
without understanding them, often because the 
agreements are written in Mandarin, which the 
nomads cannot understand. In other instances, 
the nomads sign the document either because they 
are under pressure from officials or because they 
are given false descriptions of the agreements. 

Nomads who refuse to sign the documents or 

462	 Yang Yong. Large scale hydropower will fail in Tibet due to 
freezing temperatures, 17 Dec. 2014, available at: http://www.
thethirdpole.net/large-scale-hydropower-will-fail-in-tibet-due-
to-freezing-temperatures/.

463	 G.C. (2013, July 30 at 3 PM). TCHRD Interview 1 
[Translated by Tenzin Nyinjey]. Resettlement is Displacement: 
A right Based Perspective on the Internally Displaced in Tibet. 
P.50

	 From: Amdo County, Nagchu Prefecture, Tibet Autonomous 
Region. Place Interviewed: Dharamsala, Hiamchal Pradesh, 
India.
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otherwise follow the government’s dictates can be 
charged with making anti-nationalistic political 
statements or separatism and sentenced to a 
minimum of three years in prison.464  Tibetans can 
also be subjected to extrajudicial punishments. 
On 30 Dec. 2014, four Tibetans were severely 
beaten by the police during a protest against 
the appropriation of their family farm to make 
space for police barracks and other projects in 
Dzamthang (Ch: Rangtang) in Ngaba (Ch: Aba) 
tap in Sichuan Province.465 The threat of prison 
or beatings prevents people from challenging their 
eviction and resettlement. 

D.  Adequate Housing or Land

As part of the effort to develop the Socialist 
Countryside, nomads are promised a better 
quality of life in a resettlement village. The 
Chinese government promises that the newly built 
resettlement will provide running water, stable, 
well-constructed houses, and electricity. Schools 
are promised for nomadic children who would 
not otherwise have access to an education. To 
help with the adjustment, nomads are promised 
compensation for resettling in villages and are 
told they will receive government stipends. These 
promises go unfulfilled.

Houses cost more than originally promised, and 
in many cases are not finished by the time the 
nomads are resettled. Once moved in, the resettled 
nomads find that their houses quickly begin to fall 
apart. Walls crack and crumble. The nomads are 
forced to sell their livestock in order to pay for 
their houses. In their houses, the nomads find they 
lack basic needs such as drinking water, proper 
nutrition, and fuel.466 Moreover, families are too 

464	 “They Say We Should Be Grateful”: Mass Rehousing and 
Relocation Programs in Tibetan Areas of China (Human 
Rights Watch 2013).

465	 Four Tibetans ‘Severely Beaten’ For Refusing to Sell Land, 
Radio Free Asia, 2 Jan. 2015, available at: http://www.rfa.org/
english/news/tibet/land-01022015130138.html. 

466	R esettlement is Displacement: A right Based Perspective on 
the Internally Displaced in Tibet (TCHRD 2014), available 
at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Click-
here-to-download-TCHRDs-special-report-on-the-right-of-
the-internally-displaced-in-Tibet.pdf.

large for the provided houses and instead live in 
makeshift tarp tents, which are not adequate for 
the warmth or health of people living there. 

The newly built villages are established on land 
that is eroding and unsuitable for cultivation.  The 
villages are placed very close to major roads and 
are built with very tight quarters, often built in 
rows attached to each other.467  Without enough 
space to grow or dry food, the nomadic traditional 
culture of self-sufficiency is being eroded.

To live in the resettlement villages the nomads are 
forced to sell their animals, which were previously 
the source of their entire livelihood.  For example, 
yaks are the main source of food (milk, butter, 
cheese, meat), clothing, and shelter. Those who 
try to earn a living by farming and herding find 
the prc mandates what they can grow and sell. 
Those who can grow crops and work on their land 
are often required to grow vegetables instead of 
grains. 

Ever since people first moved onto the Tibetan 
Plateau about 3,500 years ago, grains have been a 
staple of the Tibetan diet.468 Today, grains feed the 
farmers’ families and livestock; grains are a reliable 
staple crop because they do not rot quickly and are 
easy to transport and sell in markets. In contrast, 
the vegetables that nomads are forced to grow do 
not serve as an effective food supply for livestock 
and also rot easily.469 

Once the nomads are resettled and lose their 
livestock and land, they must adjust to an entirely 
new lifestyle. The nomads are promised stipends to 
help with the adjustment. However, the stipends are 
less than originally promised and payments of the 

467	 “They Say We Should Be Grateful”: Mass Rehousing and 
Relocation Programs in Tibetan Areas of China (Human 
Rights Watch 2013), p. 86.

468	 Alexandra Witze, Barley fueled farmers’ spread onto Tibetan 
Plateau, Nature, 20 Nov. 2014, available at: http://www.
nature.com/news/barley-fuelled-farmers-spread-onto-tibetan-
plateau-1.16382. 

469	 “They Say We Should Be Grateful”: Mass Rehousing and 
Relocation Programs in Tibetan Areas of China (Human 
Rights Watch 2013).
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stipends stop before the nomads are settled and able 
to acquire another form of income.  The problems 
with the stipends are compounded because it 
is extremely difficult for nomads to find work 
once they have been resettled. Despite promises 
by the prc, there is very limited access to proper 
vocational training. This prevents the resettled 
nomads from competing with Han Chinese 
migrant workers and makes them dependent on 
the prc to survive. Without government support 
through stipends to aid families and without 
adequate vocational training, resettled Tibetan 
nomads find themselves in desperate situations 
with no way to lift themselves out.  The Chinese 
government carries out very little research on the 
negative impacts of resettlement,470 and as a result, 
efforts to mitigate the harms of failed relocation 
policies are feeble.

Some Tibetan nomads make a decent living by 
harvesting caterpillar fungus. Caterpillar fungus 
is one of the best, and often the only, source of 
income for resettled nomads.  As an increasing 
number of nomads are resettled, harvesting 
caterpillar fungus has become a ‘gold rush.’ The 
nomads are able to sustain themselves because the 
price of caterpillar fungus is high. The livelihoods 
of the resettled nomads depend on the price 
remaining high. Because caterpillar fungus can 
only be harvested in the spring, many Tibetans 
borrow money from government banks to sustain 
themselves during the rest of the year. If the price 
of caterpillar fungus drops, the Tibetans will be 
unable to get out of debt.471

In the end, the Tibetans are left worse off than they 
were before. They are not provided with adequate 
housing or an opportunity to earn a living. This 
violates international law. 

470	R esettlement is Displacement: A Rights Based Perspective 
on the Internally Displaced in Tibet (TCHRD 2014) 
p. 33, available at: http://www.tchrd.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/11/Click-here-to-download-TCHRDs-special-
report-on-the-right-of-the-internally-displaced-in-Tibet.pdf.

471	 Annual Report 2013: Human Rights Situation in Tibet 
(TCHRD 2014).

E.	C onclusion
The prc’s failure to provide the protection to the 
resettled nomads violates international law. It is 
part of a systematic effort to resettle the Tibetan 
population. The prc is violating international 
law at its own risk. The human rights protections 
exist so that people can live a life of dignity. When 
those rights are violated people protest. In the case 
of resettled nomads, there were numerous protests 
against resettlement and mining operations in 
2014. These protests were a direct result of the 
prc failing to consult with the nomads and the 
failure to provide them with adequate housing. If 
the prc continues to resettle the nomads without 
providing them with any input or compensation, 
the nomads and other Tibetans will be left with no 
option but to keep protesting. 
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I.  States
Tibet is a major factor, if not the key factor, behind 
Sino-US and Sino-Indian diplomatic relations.472 
The United States and India are the only countries 
that have implemented some sort of formal policies 
on the issue of Tibet. Neither country supports 
Tibetan independence, instead acknowledging 
the one-China policy and recognition of Tibet 
as part of the People’s Republic of China (prc). 
Given the moral and strategic value of Tibet, the 
two countries have long been sympathetic to and 
involved in Tibetan issues. 

Every time a United States president or senior 
us administration official visits the prc, the 
question of human rights and religious freedom 
of the Tibetan people emerges, putting a strain on 
relations between the two countries. The asylum 
granted by India to the Dalai Lama and Tibetans 
in 1959 and the us Tibet Policy Act of 2002 passed 
by the us Congress testifies to this fact. 

The geographical space of international community 
thus can be confined mostly to countries in the 
West and India, which hosts the Central Tibetan 
Administration, the de facto Tibetan Government 
in Exile. It also encompasses un human rights 
bodies, global human rights watchdogs such as the 
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, 
members of parliament, influential figures such as 
winners of Nobel Peace prize, religious authorities, 
legal experts, political activists and so on: in other 
words, the powerful bodies and individuals who 
are not necessarily working under a government. 

472	 Dawa Norbu, China’s Tibet Policy (Curzon Press, UK, 
2001).

A.  Tibet, the us and the Scottish 	      	
      Referendum

The first statement on Tibet by an American official 
in 2014 came from Max Baucus, the nominee for 
us ambassador to the prc.473 In his testimony before 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Baucus, 
a senator from the US state of Montana said on 28 
January 2014, “I will call on Chinese authorities to 
allow an independent civil society to play a role in 
resolving societal challenges; take steps to reduce 
tensions and promote long–term stability in Tibet 
and Xinjiang; and restart substantive talks with 
the Dalai Lama or his representatives, without 
precondition.”474

This gesture of support by an American senator 
was followed in February by a lengthy debate in the 
Scottish parliament on Tibetan self-immolation 
protests.475 During the debate, the Scottish 
parliament noted with grave concern that “at least 
127 Tibetans have self-immolated, often fatally, 
since February 2009.” The parliament expressed 
the “understanding” that these actions are largely 
acts of protest against restrictions on religion, 
the Tibetan language, access to employment and 
the degradation of water resources and grazing 

473	 Max Baucus, Nominee as US Envoy to Beijing to call for 
dialogue between China and His Holiness, Central Tibetan 
Administration, 30 Jan. 2014, available at: http://tibet.
net/2014/01/30/max-baucus-nominee-as-us-envoy-to-beijing-
to-call-for-dialogue-between-china-and-his-holiness/.

474	 Ibid.
475	 MSP condemns China’s human rights record in Tibet, BBC, 4 

Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/democracylive/
scotland-26036978.
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lands.476 

Maureen Watt, the Scottish Member of Parliament, 
who proposed the motion for the debate, was 
much more outspoken and critical of the prc.477 
She blamed the Chinese government’s increasing 
repression in the form of military crackdown 
of Tibetan protest as the cause of Tibetan self-
immolations. She expressed her solidarity to the 
relatives of the self-immolators, who have been 
subjected to severe collective punishment. She 
spoke about the Chinese government’s attempts 
to prevent the news of self-immolations reaching 
the outside world through treacherous and violent 
means of bribery, arrest and torture. She raised 
the issue of Tibetan people’s right to preserve 
and promote their language, culture and religion, 
including the issue of rampant Chinese mining 
activities in Tibet and the massive transfer of 
Han Chinese into Tibetan areas that threatens 
to change the demographic outlook of Tibet.478 
On 10 December 2014, Human Rights Day, 
uk Members of Parliament debated the issue of 
Tibet and freedom of expression, highlighting the 
ongoing repression and raising political prisoner 
cases.479

By far the most important event for Tibet in 2014 
was the meeting between US President Barack 
Obama and the Dalai Lama on 21 February 
2014.480 The two Nobel Peace Laureates met at 
the White House Map Room to indicate that 
Obama was meeting the Dalai Lama “as the 
latter’s capacity as a cultural and religious leader.” 

476	S cottish Parliament Discusses Self-Immolations in Tibet, 
Central Tibetan Administration, 7 Feb. 2014, available at: 
http://tibet.net/2014/02/07/scottish-parliament-discuss-self-
immolations-in-tibet/.

477	 MSP condemns China’s human rights record in Tibet, BBC, 4 
Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/democracylive/
scotland-26036978.

478	 Ibid.
479	 UK’s policy on Tibet comes under attack during parliamentary 

debate, Tibet Society (UK), 11 Dec. 2014, available at: http://
www.tibetsociety.com/content/view/514.

480	 Obama meets Dalai Lama, Offers support to Tibetan Rights, Al 
Jazeera, 21 Feb. 2014, available at http://america.aljazeera.com/
articles/2014/2/21/dalai-lama-obamatomeetonrightsabuses.
html. 

They did not meet in the Oval Office, where the 
American president receives leaders of sovereign 
countries. Despite the White House assurance 
that the US “recognizes Tibet as part of China 
and did not support independence,” the Chinese 
government responded angrily to the meeting.481 

Hua Chunying, a spokeswoman for the prc’s 
foreign ministry, said the meeting was “a gross 
interference in China’s domestic politics” and “a 
severe violation of the principles of international 
relations. It will inflict grave damages upon the 
China-US relationship”. Zhu Weiqun, former head 
of the Chinese Communist Party’s United Front 
Work Department, wrote an article in the state-
run website Tibet.cn, flaunting the prc’s economic 
might that can overcome any criticism about Tibet 
in the West: “We can only push the west to change 
its way of thinking if we let them understand that 
China’s power cannot be avoided … and that the 
west’s interests lie in development and maintaining 
ties with China, not the opposite.”482

On 15 February 2014, US Secretary of State, John 
Kerry, travelled Beijing and spoke with President 
Xi Jinping.  Describing the meeting later, Kerry 
said:

I emphasized that respect for human rights and 
the exchange of information in a free manner 
contributes to the strength of a society in a 
country. Recent arrests of peaceful advocates for 
reform run counter, in our judgment, to all of 
our best interests and the ability to make long 
term progress. I emphasized that the United 
States remains concerned about these situations 
here in China, human rights situations – 
especially with respect to the Tibetan and 
Uighur areas.483

481	 Ibid.
482	C hina denounces Barack Obama’s meeting with Dalai Lama, 

The Guardian, 21 Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.
theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/21/china-us-barack-obama-
dalai-lama. 

483	 US Secretary John Kerry meets with China’s President Xi 
Jinping in an effort to ease Regional Tensions, Lawyer Herald, 
14 Feb. 2014, available at: http://www.lawyerherald.com/
articles/4668/20140214/secretary-state-john-kerry-meets-
chinese-president-xi-xinping-seeking.htm.
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On 20 February 2014, the us government 
appointed Sarah Sewell as Under Secretary for 
civilian security, democracy, and human rights.484 
Sewell’s responsibilities include that of serving 
as the special coordinator for the Tibetan issues 
as outlined in the Tibet Policy Act of 2002: “to 
promote dialogue between His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama or his representatives and the government 
of the People’s Republic of China, as well as 
coordinate us government policies, programs and 
projects related to Tibet.” On the second day of 
her office in Washington, she met with the Dalai 
Lama. Following the meeting she said she would 
work to coordinate the us government’s “efforts 
to promote an end to interference by authorities 
into the religious affairs of the Tibetan people. In 
this role, I promote the policy of seeking to assist 
the preservation of the distinct religious heritage 
of Tibetans.”485 Such an assurance is critical 
given the Chinese government’s systematic and 
violent suppression of Tibetans inside Tibet for 
worshipping the Dalai Lama as the head of Tibetan 
Buddhism. 

Sewell visited Tibetan exile communities in India 
and Nepal in November. She met with the Dalai 
Lama and Sikyong Lobsang Sangay in Dharamsala, 
India. During her visit to the Tibetan refugee 
settlement in Delhi, she and Kathleen Stephens, 
the us ambassador to India who accompanied her, 
had a lengthy discussion with local Tibetan leaders 
about the problems being faced by Tibetans in and 
outside Tibet. Indicating that the us government 
will not change its policies on Tibet, she expressed, 
on behalf of the us government, her appreciation 
for the efforts of exile Tibetans under the leadership 
of the Dalai Lama.486 

484	 United States Government appoints a new Special Coordinator 
for Tibetan Issues, Central Tibetan Administration, 21 Feb. 
2014, available at: http://tibet.net/2014/02/21/united-states-
government-appoints-a-new-special-coordinator-for-tibetan-
issues/.   

485	 US Special Coordinator to Visit Tibetans in India and Nepal, 
Central Tibetan Administration, 22 Sept. 2014, available at: 
http://tibet.net/2014/09/22/us-special-coordinator-to-visit-
tibetans-in-india-and-nepal/. 

486	 US Special Coordinator for Tibetan Issues visits Samyeling 
settlement, Voice of America, 1 Jan. 2015, available at: http://
www.voatibetanenglish.com/content/article/2523259.html. 

A bill in the us House of Representatives seeking 
access to Tibetan areas was issued in 2014.487 
The bipartisan bill, “The Reciprocal Access 
to Tibet Act,” sponsored by congressmen Jim 
McGovern and Joe Pitts, promotes “access to 
Tibetan areas of China for usofficials, journalists 
and average citizens.” This bill, together with 
the desire expressed by the un Human Rights 
Commissioner to visit Tibet, in some ways, meets 
the long-standing demand of the exile Tibetan 
leadership calling for the visit of un human rights 
officials and foreign journalists to visit Tibet and 
independently report from there.488

B.  Missed Meetings–Norway, South    	
     Africa and the Nobel Boycott

In 2014, the Norwegian Prime Minister, Erna 
Solberg refused to meet with the Dalai Lama when 
he visited Oslo in May 2014.489 The refusal to meet 
the Dalai Lama by the Norwegian government 
was noteworthy, because the Dalai Lama had met 
previous Norwegian Prime Ministers and more so 
because the Tibetan spiritual leader was visiting 
Norway on the invitation of the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee to mark the 25th anniversary 
of the Dalai Lama winning the Nobel Peace Prize. 
Analysts cited the growing Chinese economic 
influence in Norway as the primary reason Erna 
Solberg refused to meet with the Dalai Lama. 
Some analysts said the decision “stems from the 
repercussions of the 2010 peace prize awarded to 
the Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, which angered 
the Chinese government to such an extent that it 
imposed an unofficial partial trade embargo on 
Norwegian salmon and froze trade talks.”490 

487	 US Rep. Jim Mc Govern Introduces New Bill on Tibet, 
Congressman Jim McGovern, 12 June 2014, available at: 
http://mcgovern.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/us-
rep-jim-mcgovern-introduces-new-bill-on-tibet. 

488	 Ibid.
489	 Norway Leaders Snub Dalai Lama in Deference to China, 

The New York Times, 7 May 2014, available at: http://www.
nytimes.com/2014/05/08/world/europe/norways-leaders-
snub-dalai-lama-in-deference-to-china.html?_r=0. 

490	 Norway criticized over snub to Dalai Lama during Nobel 
Committee visit, The Guardian, 6 May 2014, available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/06/norway-
snub-dalai-lama-nobel-visit. 
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Norway’s decision to not meet the Dalai Lama was 
followed by South Africa refusing to give the Dalai 
Lama a visa to attend the 14th World Summit of 
Nobel Peace Laureates that was scheduled to be 
held in Cape Town in October 2014. This was the 
third time in five years that the Tibetan leader was 
denied a South African. In 2012, a South African 
court ruled that “officials had acted unlawfully 
in failing to grant the Dalai Lama a visa in time 
for a 2011 trip to celebrate Tutu’s 80th birthday 
celebrations, largely out of fears of angering the 
Chinese government.”491 

The refusal to grant the Dalai Lama a visa triggered 
a backlash, denting South Africa’s image as the 
land that produced Nelson Mandela and other 
fearless human rights advocates. Fourteen Nobel 
Peace Laureates expressed outrage South African 
government.492 They sent a letter to the South 
African government urging to grant the Dalai 
Lama a visa.493 

As the South African government refused to 
change their decision, some of the Nobel Laureates 
cancelled their participation. The strong stand 
taken up by the fellow Nobel Laureates eventually 
led to the relocation of the summit from Cape 

491	S outh Africa ‘acted unlawfully’ in failing to grant Dalai 
Lama visa, The Telegraph (UK), 29 November 2012, 
available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/
africaandindianocean/southafrica/9711346/South-Africa-
acted-unlawfully-in-failing-to-grant-Dalai-Lama-visa.html.

492	 The fourteen Nobel laureates are: Bishop Carlos F. Ximenes 
Belo (1996), Dr. Shirin Ebadi (2006), Mrs. Leyma Gbowee 
(2011), Prof. John Hume (1988), Mrs. Tawakkol Karman 
(2001), Mrs. Mairead Corrigan Maguire (1976), Lord 
David Trimble (1998), President Lech Walesa (1983), Mrs. 
Betty Williams (1976), Prof. Jody Williams (1997), Prof. 
Muhammad Yunus (2007), Amnesty International (1977), 
International Campaign to ban Landmines (1997), Stephen 
Goose, Chair, International Physicians for the Prevention of 
Nuclear War, Michael Christ, Executive Director.

493	 Dalai Lama: 14 Nobel Peace Laureates write strongly worded 
letter to President Jacob Zuma urging him to guarantee 
His holiness a visa to enter South Africa, World Summit of 
Nobel Peace Laureates, 15 Sept. 2014, available at: http://
www.nobelforpeace-summits.org/dalai-lama-14-nobel-peace-
laureates-write-strongly-worded-letter-to-president-jacob-
zuma-urging-him-to-guarantee-his-holiness-a-visa-to-enter-
south-africa/. 

Town to Rome. 

While the successful boycott of the summit in 
Cape Town was a diplomatic success for the 
Tibetan movement another setback was waiting 
for the Tibetans. In Rome, Pope Francis, the head 
of the Roman Catholic Church at the Vatican, 
refused to meet the Dalai Lama. Observers again 
noted the ubiquitous influence of the Chinese 
government. Veteran China specialist Jonathan 
Mirsky called it “Pope Francis’ China Problem,” 
stating “there is always the possibility of detentions 
of prominent Catholics and their priests, and 
more punishments for Tibetan Buddhists, well-
tried forms of Communist persecution. There 
also could be more at stake now that Beijing 
has signalled that it might consider improving 
relations with Rome.”494 

C.  Crime and Punishment: Spain and 	
      Nepal

In late 2013, a Spanish court indicted Hu 
Jintao for genocide, torture, and crimes against 
humanity in Tibet.495 In February 2014, the court 
issued arrest warrants for more retired Chinese 
leaders, including former-president Jiang Zemin 
and former-prime minister Li Peng.496 The arrest 
warrants included a request that Interpol issue red 
notices for the prc officials.497 Red notices request 
the assistance of the 190 Interpol member States to 
locate, arrest, and extradite the wanted people.498 
The prc reacted angrily to the arrest warrants and 

494	 Jonathan Mirsky, Pope Francis’ China Problem, New York 
Review of Books, 15 Dec. 2014, available at: http://www.
nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2014/dec/15/pope-francis-china-
dalai-lama/. 

495	S pain court issues warrant for former China president, Jurist: 
Paper chase, 10 Feb. 2014, available at: http://jurist.org/
paperchase/2014/02/spain-court-issues-arrest-warrant-for-
former-china-president.php. 

496	 Ibid.
497	S pain seeks arrest of former Chinese President over 

Tibet, Reuters, 10 Feb. 2014, available at: http://
www.reuters.com/article/2014/02/10/us-china-spain-
idUSBREA191J520140210. 

498	 Notices, Interpol, available at: http://www.interpol.int/
INTERPOL-expertise/Notices. 
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claimed that they interfered with the prc’s internal 
affairs.499 

As part of the court’s investigation, Hu Jintao was 
sent 48 questions about his involvement in the 
repression in Tibet. The questions were designed to 
give Hu Jintao a chance to respond to the charges 
brought against him. One question focused on 
Hu Jintao’s knowledge of the consequences of 
his campaign against Tibetans that caused 450 
deaths, the wounding of another 7,000, the 350 
disappearances, and 3,000 detentions when he 
was party secretary of the Tibet Autonomous 
Region (tar).500 

In response to the arrest warrants and pressure 
from the prc, Spain’s ruling People’s Party proposed 
changing their law to block the criminal cases from 
continuing. One day after the arrest warrants were 
issued, Spain Congress of Deputies voted 179 to 
163 to change the law.501 Seventeen Catalonian, 
Spanish, and international organizations published 
an open letter saying the change in law violated 
Spain’s international legal obligations.502 After the 
law was changed, the case against the Chinese 
leaders was dropped.503 

While the prc was pressuring Spain to change 
its domestic laws in violation of its international 
obligations, the prc was also increasing its financial 
investments in Nepal. The prc’s investments in 
Nepal will increase from US$24 million to US$128 

499	C hina dismisses as absurd Spanish arrests warrants over 
Tibet, Reuters 20 Nov. 2013, available at: http://www.
reuters.com/article/2013/11/20/us-china-tibet-spain-
idUSBRE9AJ06720131120. 

500	S panish court demands answers from Hu Jintao on Tibetan 
genocide allegations, South China Morning Post, 25 Feb. 
2014, available at: http://www.scmp.com/news/china-insider/
article/1434762/spanish-court-demands-answers-hu-jintao-
tibetan-genocide. 

501	 Tibetan, international organizations reject Spain’s decision to 
limit universal jurisdiction of courts, Nationalia, 13 Feb. 2014, 
available at: http://www.nationalia.info/en/news/1772. 

502	 Ibid.
503	S panish court drops Tibet genocide case, Free Tibet, 26 June 

2014, available at: http://freetibet.org/news-media/na/spanish-
court-drops-tibet-genocide-case.

million in 2015-2016.504 This money supplements 
other development projects in Nepal that are 
funded by the prc, including a major hydropower 
projects.505 In exchange for these investments, the 
prc wanted Nepal to return Tibetan refugees to 
the prc.506 The prc has also pressured Nepal to 
limit the human rights of Tibetans in Nepal. These 
restrictions include limiting travel and peaceful 
assemblies.507 The return of Tibetan refugees to 
the prc and the persecution of Tibetans in Nepal 
are both prohibited by international law.508

II.  Intergovernmental 	      	                                      	
      Organizations and ngo 	           	
      activism

In 2014, the Tibetan issue was raised at various 
other international forums. These forums rely 
on collective international action and can exert 
pressure on the prc and other States to improve 
the situation in Tibet. The un and eu are capable 
of focusing attention on the situation in Tibet 
and the prc’s failure to live up to its international 
obligations. These multinational forums also 
force the prc to respond to accusations and facts 
concerning the treatment of Tibetans. These 
multinational forums also provide a chance for 
ngos to speak directly to the prc and amplify their 
voice and influence.

A.  Tibet at the un

In September 2014, the human rights situation 
504	S aibal Dasgupta, China raises Nepal aid 5-fold to compete 

with India, Times of India, 26 Dec. 2014, available at: 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/south-asia/
China-raises-Nepal-aid-5-fold-to-compete-with-India/
articleshow/45652472.cms. 

505	 Lekhanath Pandey, Nepal, China to work in nine core 
areas, The Himalayan, 26 Dec. 2014, available at: http://
thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Nepal%26s
bquo%3B+China+to+work+in+nine+core+areas&NewsID=
438621. 

506	 Ibid.
507	S ee Under China’s Shadow (Human Rights Watch 2014), 

available at: http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/
nepal0314_ForUpload_2.pdf. 

508	 Ibid.
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in Tibet was discussed at the 27th session of the 
United Nation’s Human Rights Council (hrc) in 
Geneva, Switzerland. Several ngos discussed the 
“deteriorating situation in Tibet.”509 The Asian 
Indigenous and Tribal People’s Network (aitpn) 
cited tchrd’s report that official Chinese autopsy 
reports demonstrated that machine guns were used 
against protesters in 2008. Based on this revelation, 
the aitpn urged the un Committee against 
Torture, the Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination and the Special Rapporteur 
on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions 
“to intervene with prc authorities” who indulge in 
torture and extra-judicial killings in Tibet. 

Human Rights Watch drew attention to the fact 
that the prc has 13 unanswered requests from un 
Special Procedures and has not invited the ohchr 
to visit the prc, despite its commitment to do so. 
During the session, a few countries, notably usa, 
United Kingdom and Italy “drew attention to the 
increase of arbitrary and forced disappearances… 
persecution of human rights defenders… and start 
meaningful dialogues with Tibetans.”510 

At the hrc session, the tchrd’s director, Ms. 
Tsering Tsomo spoke on behalf of the Society 
for Threatened Peoples. She called attention to 
downward spiral of violence in Tibet as illustrated 
by the recent shooting in Kardze (Ch: Ganzi) tap 
in Sichuan Province.511 tchrd participated in a 
side event hosted by the Nonviolent Radical Party 
Transnational and Transparty.512 At the event, 
Tsering Tsomo legalized repression and continued 
crackdown on peaceful activists and protesters. At 
other events, Tsering Tsomo briefed the un Special 
Procedures, diplomats, and ngo representatives 
about collective punishment and the covert nature 
509	 Tibet raised at the 27th session of UN Human Rights Council, 

TCHRD, 17 Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.
org/2014/09/tibet-raised-at-the-27th-session-of-un-human-
rights-council/.

510	 Ibid.
511	 Ibid.
512	 We Must Monitor China’s Human Rights Commitments in 

Tibet, Radical Party, 30 Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.
radicalparty.org/en/rnn-news/38/news/we-must-monitor-
china-s-human-rights-commitments-tibet. 

of human rights abuses in Tibet.513 

B.  European Union

On 8-9 December 2014, the European Union 
and the prc held the 33rd round of the EU-China 
Dialogue on Human Rights in Brussels.514 One of 
the issues raised was the denial of human rights 
in Tibet.515 The eu members of parliament also 
discussed issues such as freedom of religion or 
belief, freedom of expression, freedom of peaceful 
assembly and association; the due process of law; 
arbitrary detention; the condition of Tibetan 
political prisoners and the death penalty in 
Tibet and Xinjiang. eu officials brought up the 
imprisonment of Tenzin Delek Rinpoche, Uyghur 
scholar Ilham Tohti, the Mongolian activist Hada, 
Nobel Laureate Liu Xiaobo, Gao Yu, Pu Zhiqiang, 
Xu Zhiyong, and Gao Zhisheng.516 

III.	B usinesses and Tibet

The role of businesses operating in Tibet was an 
increasingly prominent issue in 2014. As the prc’s 
economic power grows multinational corporations 
are working to find a way to do business in the prc. 
The prc has required all businesses that work in 
the prc to follow its domestic laws—even if those 
laws violate human rights.517 Despite agreeing to 
follow the prc’s laws, multinational corporations 
were still targeted by the prc for violating vague 

513	 TCHRD highlights human rights concerns at Geneva, 
TCHRD, 25 Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.tchrd.
org/2014/09/tchrd-highlights-tibetan-human-rights-issues-
at-geneva/.

514	 33rd EU-China Dialogue on Human Rights, European Union, 
9 Dec. 2014, available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-
eeas/2014/141209_04_en.htm. 

515	 Tibet discussed during EU-China Dialogue on Human Rights, 
Central Tibetan Administration, 11 Dec. 2014, available at: 
http://tibet.net/2014/12/11/tibet-discussed-during-eu-china-
dialogue-on-human-rights/. 

516	 33rd EU-China Dialogue on Human Rights, European Union, 
9 Dec. 2014, available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-
eeas/2014/141209_04_en.htm. 

517	S ee e.g, Michael Kan, China: Facebook not banned, but must 
follow the rules, PC World, 30 Oct. 2014, available at: http://
www.pcworld.com/article/2841252/china-facebook-not-
banned-but-must-follow-the-rules.html. 
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anti-trust laws.518

A.  Internet and Technology

At the end of 2014, Facebook deleted a post by 
Woeser, the Tibetan writer and activist. The post 
was a video of Kalsang Yeshi’s self-immolation. 
Facebook said the post was deleted because it did 
not meet its community standards.519 However, 
the censorship came shortly after the founder of 
Facebook, Mark Zuckerberg began establishing 
the foundation for Facebook to be permitted in 
the prc. In the months before Woeser’s post was 
deleted Mark Zuckerberg held a question-and-
answer session in Mandarin at a university in 
Beijing, invited the prc’s top internet regulator 
to Facebook’s headquarters, and prominently 
displayed a copy of Xi Jinping’s book.520 The 
censorship of the self-immolation video drew 
criticism from people concerned that Facebook 
was willing to abandon its principles to gain access 
to the prc.521 

In 2014, LinkedIn and Microsoft’s search engine 
Bing both zealously censored politically sensitive 
material. Both companies changed their policies 
after news of their participation in censorship 
became public. LinkedIn censored material 
published from the prc or by people who said 
they lived in the prc.522 LinkedIn now allows posts 

518	 Michael Martina and Matthew Miller, ‘Mr. Confession’ and his 
boss drive China’s antritrust crusade, Reuters, 15 Sept. 2014, 
available at: http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/09/15/us-
china-antitrust-ndrc-insight-idUSKBN0HA27X20140915. 

519	R obert Foyle Hunwick, Facebook accused of cowing to 
Chinese censors over Tibet monk video, The Telegraph, 29 
Dec. 2014, available at: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
worldnews/asia/tibet/11316398/Fac...-accused-of-cowing-to-
Chinese-censors-over-Tibet-monk-video.html. 

520	 Austin Ramzy, Facebook Deletes Post on Tibetan Monk’s Self-
Immolation, The New York Times, 27 Dec. 2014, available at: 
http://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/12/27/facebook-
deletes-post-on-tibetan-monks-self-immolation/?_r=0. 

521	 Facebook and Beijing, The Wall Street Journal, 1 Jan. 2015, 
available at: http://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-and-
beijing-1420155729. 

522	P aul Mozer and Vindu Goel, To Reach China LinkedIn Plays 
by Local Rules, The New York Times, 5 Oct. 2014, available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/06/technology/to-reach-
china-linkedin-plays-by-local-rules.html. 

blocked in the prc to be seen elsewhere.523 Bing 
was censoring more search results than Chinese 
based search engines like Baidu.524 After being 
contacted about censoring search results, Bing 
removed some restrictions.525

Numerous anti-Tibet accounts were discovered 
on Twitter. These accounts were registered under 
fake “Anglo-Saxon sounding” names and included 
photographs of models, actors, and high school 
students.526 These accounts were used to post 
propaganda from prc controlled media outlets 
that were designed to portray Tibetans as happy 
with the prc’s policies and the situation in Tibet. 
Some accounts focused on attacking the Dalai 
Lama.527 Hours after these fake accounts were 
exposed Twitter began deactivating them.528

B.  Tourism and Travel

Chinese government sources claim that 15 million 
tourists visited tar in 2014, 20% more than in 
2013. A record of 3.15 million people flew to tar 
in 2014.529 There are now 44 air routes connecting 
33 Chinese cities to tar. To accommodate the 
massive numbers of tourists the luxury hotels have 
started investing in tar.

Most publically, the InterContinental Hotels 
Group, the world’s largest hotel chain, opened a 
resort called “Lhasa Paradise” in August 2014.530 

523	 Ibid. 
524	 Bing Bests Baidu Censorship, GreatFire.org, 19 March 2014, 

available at: https://zh.greatfire.org/blog/2014/mar/bing-bests-
baidu-censorship. 

525	 Ibid. 
526	 Andrew Jacobs, Twitter Acts Quickly on Suspect Pro-China 

Accounts, The New York Times, 22 July 2014, available at: 
http://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/07/22/twitter-acts-
quickly-on-suspect-pro-china-accounts/. 

527	 Ibid.
528	 Ibid.
529	 Tibet receives record number of air passengers in 2014, Xinhua, 

7 Jan. 2015, available at: http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/
china/2015-01/07/c_133902329.htm. 

530	 Intercontinental hotels face worldwide demonstrations again 
as hotel opens for western guests, Travel Daily News, 29 
Sept. 2014, available at: http://www.traveldailynews.asia/
news/article/56760/intercontinental-hotels-face-worldwide-
demonstrations.   
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The opening of the hotel spurred protests at 
InterContinental hotels around the world.531 The 
protests focused on how the luxury hotel would 
play into the prc’s perpetuation of the ‘Shangri-
La’ myth and the idea that Tibetans in the prc 
are happy and treated well.532 Human rights 
ngos also argued that the hotel would perpetuate 
discrimination in Tibet and provide support for the 
continuing human rights abuses. Intercontinental 
responded by saying that it would provide 
economic development to Lhasa and it hoped its 
work force would be 40% Tibetan.533 

In April 2014, Shangri-La Hotels opened a hotel 
in Lhasa.534 The opening of the luxury hotel 
in Lhasa did not receive as much attention or 
criticism as InterContinental’s hotel. Instead, 
attention focused on the connection between 
Shangri-La Hotels and the mythical monastery in 
James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon that it got its 
name from. People have speculated that Hilton 
based Shangri-La in Tibet.535 However, despite the 
lack of attention, Shangri-La’s hotel faces the same 
difficulties as InterContinental’s Lhasa Paradise.

In its response InterContinental said that it 
would follow its own corporate code of conduct 
and the laws and regulations in the prc.536 Both 

531	 Ibid.
532	 About the Hotel, Free Tibet, available at: http://freetibet.org/

intercontinental/about-the-hotel. 
533	C hina: InterContinental fails to prevent complicity in human 

rights violations in relation to its planned hotel in Lhasa, 
Tibet, says civil society group, Business and Human Rights 
Resource Centre, available at: http://business-humanrights.
org/en/china-intercontinental-fails-to-prevent-complicity-
in-human-rights-violations-in-relation-to-its-planned-hotel-
in-lhasa-tibet-says-civil-society-group#c104357. 

534	C laire Wrathall, Shangri-La’s Tibetan Homecoming, The 
Telegraph, 29 Jan. 2014, available at: http://www.telegraph.
co.uk/luxury/travel/23267/shangri-las-tibetan-homecoming.
html.  

535	 Ibid.
536	C hina: InterContinental fails to prevent complicity in human 

rights violations in relation to its planned hotel in Lhasa, 
Tibet, says civil society group, Business and Human Rights 
Resource Centre, available at: http://business-humanrights.
org/en/china-intercontinental-fails-to-prevent-complicity-
in-human-rights-violations-in-relation-to-its-planned-hotel-
in-lhasa-tibet-says-civil-society-group#c104357.

InterContinental and Shangri-La have endorsed 
the un Global Compact.537 The un Global 
Compact is joined by businesses that commit 
to ten universally accepted principles that cover 
human rights, labour, the environment, and anti-
corruption.538 The human rights principles in 
the ten universal principles are: 1) support and 
respect the protection of international proclaimed 
human rights; and 2) ensure that the business is 
not complicit in human rights violations.539  

InterContinental’s response did two things. First, it 
attempted to portray corporate responsibility as a 
top-down exercise where the benefits trickled down 
to people. This fundamentally misunderstands the 
human rights system, including the model outlined 
in the un Global Compact. Human rights belong 
to individuals and give them the right to demand 
their rights be protected.540  The emphasis is on 
what individuals are entitled to and not what a 
corporation chooses to give them.

Second, InterContinental’s response implies that 
there is no contradiction between its corporate 
responsibility, the un Global Compact, and the 
prc’s laws. However, the prc has adopted policies 
and laws that systematically violate human rights 
in Tibet. While not all of these repressive laws 
will impact InterContinental’s business, some 
inevitably will. For example, InterContinental lists 
as key human rights achievements in both 2013 
and 2014 a “foundational standard” that requires 
all InterContinental Hotels to display a Human 
Rights policy.541 This would be clear support 

537	C orporate Responsibility Report: Human Rights, 
Intercontinental Hotels Group, available at: http://www.
ihgplc.com/index.asp?pageid=763. 

538	 About Us: Overview of the UN Global Compact, UN Global 
Compact, available at: https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
AboutTheGC/index.html. 

539	 About Us: The Ten Principles, UN Global Compact, available 
at: https://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/
TheTenPrinciples/index.html. 

540	  Jack Donnelly, Human Rights in Theory and Practice (Cornell 
University Press 2013, 3rd Ed.) p. 12. 

541	C orporate Responsibility Report: Human Rights, 
Intercontinental Hotels Group, available at: http://www.
ihgplc.com/index.asp?pageid=763.
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for human rights as required by the un Global 
Compact. However, in the prc human rights 
documents, including the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, are considered “reactionary 
literature.”542 In 1996, after five years in prison 
Kelsang Thutob died in detention. He was 
imprisoned for producing a Tibetan translation 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.543 
It remains to be seen how InterContinental 
and Shangri-La will address these conflicting 
obligations. 

542	 Tibetan prisoner of conscious dies in prison, Amnesty 
International, 26 July 1996, available at: http://www.amnesty.
org/en/library/asset/ASA17/079/1996/ar/8c394e79-eaec-
11dd-b22b-3f24cef8f6d8/asa170791996en.html. 

543	 Ibid.
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Breakdown of PPD by Province (1992 – 2014)
( 2,036 known cases)
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Breakdown of PPD by Age (1992 – 2014)
(2109 known cases)
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Breakdown of PPD based on Prison Term (1992 – 2014)
( 396 known cases)
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