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Intellectual Debates on Succession Politics in PRC
The 20" Party Congress: A Quick Explainer

Dr.Tenzin Desal, Senior Fellow

This is a key meeting of the China’s ruling party, Communist Party of China which is held ev-
ery five years. The announcement of the date for the 20th Party Congress which is due to be held on
16 October, 2022 signals that much of the backdoor negotiation and behind the closed-door political
manoeuvre has sedimented. And the announcement reflects the confidence of the party to hold the
congress hoping for a smooth sail in during this political charged transition period.

The selection for 2,300 delegates of the 20th Party Congress has already begun in earnest since
November last year. This is a period for ambitious party cadres to jockey to seek promotion and
an opportunity to take part in the elite circle of the Party that has remained in power since it took
wrangled power in 1949.

It all appeared to be an unhindered path for a third term rule for Xi Jinping, unprecedented
since Mao. However, unexpected events at home and abroad complicated his ambitious plan. After
the 20th Party Congress, if it all goes to Xi’s plan, he will be in a much stronger position than his
two immediate predecessors, Jian Zemin and Hu Jintao.

Since Mao’s Cultural Revolution and his death, there is a tacit admission within the party on
the negative impacts of consolidation of power on a single person and the perils of cult of personali-
ty. Hence, within the party that only leaders aged 67 or younger can be promoted to, or remain in top
posts, while those 68 or older at the time of the next congress must retire. In China, this is commonly
called gi shang ba xia (-t I-)\'F, or “seven up, eight down”).

Rulebook and Rules with No Teeth

As with the case elsewhere in most part of the world, CCP doesn’t need to abide by a legal
framework such as constitution. Take for instance, scholar Ding Xiaodon argues in an article:

This article argues that the Chinese Communist Party has adopted a unique understanding of
law. Unlike the liberal view and the unwritten constitution view, which generally consider law as
positive norms that exist independently of politics, the party understands law as a reflection of the
party’s and the people’s will and a form of the party’s and the people’s self-discipline. In the par-
ty’s view, liberal rule of law theories are self-contradictory, illusive, and meaningless. This article
argues that the party views the people as a political concept and itself as a political leading party,
marking a fundamental difference from a competitive party in a parliamentary system. The legitima-
cy of the party’s dominant role and the party-state regime, therefore, depends on whether the party
can continue to provide political momentum to lead the people and represent them in the future.

In other words, CCP sees itself as the arbiter and guardian of the law instead as an organization
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subordinate to it. This is not to say that the CCP does not have rules, it has that in the form of reg-
ulations, procedures, and guidelines. This under Xi Jinping, he has taken it upon himself to clarify
and promulgate such rules. However, when it comes to the upper echelons in power structure, the
CCP rulebook falls short.

In the Shadow of 20th Soviet Party Congress

Nikita Khrushchev made his hallmark speech that took the world by surprise. He gave a speech
on “On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences,” at the 20th Party Congress of the Soviet
Union in 1956. This is a veiled attack on the cult of personality surrounding Stalin. He denounced
Joseph Stalin in seven points, and pointed out Stalin’s flawed position and policy including his vio-
lation of the party norm of collective leadership by launching a purge since the 1930s, deportations
of whole minority nationalities, and the exaggerations of Stalin’s role in the “Great Patriotic War,”
and so on. This situation threw that CCP in a conundrum. On one hand, its top leadership felt re-
lieved when its position was strengthened as the hierarchical system of the socialist bloc dismantled.
At the same time, the de-Stalinization in Moscow threatened the union with Soviet’s satellite states.

This is not to state that CCP’s 20th Party Congress will follow the template of Soviet’s Party
Congress of 1956. Instead, it is to show that this holds clue to certain domestic policies in China,
particularly that of the implementation of strict Zero-Covid policy. It could be stated that this is the
case every five years ahead of the Party Congress, but close China-watchers will at ease concur that
it is more conspicuous this year.

Even within the life cycle of Marxist-Leninist system of governance, the shadow of the Soviet
Party Congress would undoubtedly linger in the minds of Chinese leadership. In other words, the
top leadership in the CCP has placed a high bet on this meeting and they would hold their collective
breath during this consequential meeting.

Endurance of One-Party Rule in China: An Intellectual Explanation

One of the leading studies that underscores this phenomenon of enduring rule of the CCP in
China is carried out by a political theorist, Andrew J. Nathan. In his article that was published in
the Journal of Democracy under the title: China’s Changing of the Guard: Authoritarian Resilience.
It has remained an enigma and run against the perceived wisdom after the fall of the Soviet Union.

When the paper was published, at the time it did not receive much attention. However, with ev-
ery passing year the assumed success of the CCP in ruling China and its meteoric economic growth
warranted an explanation that defies existing understanding on authoritarian regimes.

Regime theory generally holds that authoritarian systems are inherently fragile because of weak
legitimacy, overreliance on coercion, over-centralization of decision making, and the predominance
of personal power over institutional norms. This authoritarian system, however, has proven resilient.

1) the increasingly norm-bound nature of its succession politics; 2) the increase in meritocratic as
opposed to factional considerations in the promotion of political elites; 3) the differentiation and
functional specialization of institutions within the regime; and 4) the establishment of institutions
for political participation and appeal that strengthen the CCP’s legitimacy among the public at large.
While these developments do not guarantee that the regime will be able to solve all the challenges
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that it faces, they do caution against too-hasty arguments that it cannot adapt and survive.

The question of institutionalization has received a renewed attention and it is noteworthy to
study Joseph Fewsmith’s conversation with Andrew Nathan’s intellectual argument. Nevertheless,
two contrasting speeches offers valuable insights into the question of institutionalization and ratio-
nale of two leaders of the PRC.

Deng Xiaoping was very conscious of the defects of the party’s organization. In his justly
famous 18 August 1980, speech to the Politburo, he criticized the ‘over-concentration of power,’
which inevitably led to the concentration of power in the hands of a few, or just one person—which,
in turn, led to mistakes.3 The History Resolution adopted by the CCP in 1981 said that Mao Zedong
had ‘increasingly put himself above the Central Committee of the Party.” The Result was a ‘steady
weakening and even undermining of the principle of collective leadership and democratic central-
ism in the political life of the Party and the country.’

Contrasting this the striking Xi Jinping’s “new southern tour speech” is his revisiting the topic
of the Soviet Union’s collapse. He said, “Why did the Soviet Union disintegrate? Why did the Sovi-
et Communist Party collapse? An important reason was that their ideals and beliefs had been shak-
en. In the end, ‘the ruler’s flag over the city tower’ changed overnight. It is a profound lesson for us!
To dismiss the history of the Soviet Union and the Soviet Communist Party, to dismiss Lenin and
Stalin, and to dismiss everything else is to engage in historic nihilism, and it confuses our thoughts
and undermines the Party’s organizations on all levels.”

Finally, Gorbachev announced the disbandment of the Soviet Communist Party in a blithe state-
ment. A big Party was gone just like that. Proportionally, the Soviet Communist Party had more
members than we do, but nobody was man enough to stand up and resist.

Conclusion

The recently concluded 20" Party Congress of the CCP is significant in numerous ways. Impli-
cations of this Party Congress to China, the world and particularly to Tibet must be studied. There
are enough literature and information available in open source to cautiously speculate the direction
China would take in the next five years.

However, what is relevant here is the question of the institution that has helped CCP to endure its
governance over China. It is clear that Xi Jinping has already trampled over norms that were placed
to avoid disruptive succession. Although Xi Jinping is in a position of great power by hand-picking
loyalists in the Standing Committee, it has also put himself in a very vulnerable position. It is also
observed that this move by Xi during the Party Congress will put an extra strain on the institution.

The work report delivered by Xi holds clue to policy direction he would take. Here I will leave
with excerpts from his work report that on cursory reading offers some insights.

We will remain committed to the principle that religions in China must be Chinese in orientation
and provide active guidance to religions so that they can adapt to socialist society.

We must strengthen the great unity of the Chinese people of all ethnic groups and the great unity of
all the sons and daughters of the Chinese nation at home and abroad. By doing so, we will create a
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China’s Apprehension over Tibet ahead of the 20th Party Congress

Dr.Tenzin Lhadon, Research Fellow

The much speculated 20th Party Congress of the Communist Party of China was concluded with
the new members of the Politburo Standing Committee who will rule China alongside Xi Jinping
for the next five years. Despite Hu Jintao, former general secretary, who was forcefully taken away
from his seat sitting next to Xi Jinping which caught everyone’s attention, the well-choreographed
meeting went smoothly.

Since the removal of the constitutional term limit on the presidency in March 2018, Xi Jinping
was believed to continue to head CCP. Xi not only defy the norms for the selection of China’s par-
amount leader set in place by Deng Xiaoping since 1982, but he also chose to define his era under
a single authoritarian leader. Xi entering his third term as the President of China and appointing
individuals loyal to him within the Standing Committee and its ruling circle was to ensure the en-
durance of his rule. The parameters that define the strength of his rule and survival of legitimacy in
China include Tibet and the political stability of the region. Although Xi’s repressive policies have
produced a semblance of “stability” in Tibet, as a recent article in the Economist so aptly frames it,
why is China so worried about Tibet?!

The Zero-Covid policy and the adversity that people faced were all filmed and reported abroad.
The desperate cry for help in social media (weibo), a widely circulated graphic video of a person
jumping from a building in Lhasa during lockdown, reports of five Tibetans committing suicide in
just a span of three days, number of videos showcasing the dire condition under which people were
kept and increasing number of videos with people pouring their frustration over the handling of the
pandemic was summed up by a banner in Beijing that protested against the slave like treatment re-
minding them of the Cultural revolution. The banner unfurled on a flyover in Beijing was the latest
in many rare protest against Xi’s ‘Zero-covid’ policy right before the Communist Party Congress.
The covid outbreak in Lhasa on August 8 and the series of shocking events that followed has caught
the attention of international community. These incidents that took place at a time of extreme politi-
cal sensitivity with 20th Party Congress around the corner not only tells the ruthlessness and cruelty
under which Xi rules but also explained the extreme measures he undertook. Although the munic-
ipal government of Lhasa City on September 17 admitted to the mishandling the Covid outbreak
in Tibet, however, the Chinese leader assured that there is no change in the Zero-Covid policy.” Xi
Jinping has become too adamant over Zero-Covid policy that Xi declared it as a personal priority
and a personal agenda to succeed.’ The consequences of such priority and personalized policy is what

I The Economist (2021), Why has China’s president, Xi Jinping, visited Tibet? The Economist, access on 10/11/2022
at3:09 pm, URL: https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2021/07/23/why-has-chinas-president-xi-jin-
ping-visited-tibet

2 International Campaign for Tibet (2022), Lhasa authorities admit mishandling COVID outbreak, silence Tibetan out-
rage, access on 10/31/2022 at 4:26 pm, URL: https://savetibet.org/lhasa-authorities-admit-mishandling-covid-out-
break/

3 Wang, Vivian (2022), ‘At the Breaking Point’: Tibetans, Under Lockdown, Make Rare Cries for Help, The New York
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Vivian Wang of the New York Times notes the call for ever-harsher quarantine and censorship rules.

Whether Xi Jinping’s rule resemble Mao Zedong or not is question that might need further
reading, however, Xi’s approach and mechanism in some part echoed Mao’s strategic importance
placed on Tibet. Tibet and its people continue to exist within the contours of the colonialist Mao-in-
spired policies of Xi Jinping and which is reflected in how he has invested in Mao’s understanding
of the importance of securitization of the region. Mao maintained that Tibet was the backdoor for
China’s expansion and dominance in Asia and following that perspective, Xi has built a chain of
border defense villages on the Himalayan frontiers’, which serve as border watch-posts for moni-
toring cross-border migration.! Under the policy of developing “well-off villages in border areas”,
several border villages, under construction, are located right across Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh
which is claimed as part of Chinese territory. Xi Jinping’s first visit to the Tibet Autonomous Region
(TAR) as the general secretary of the CPC not only raised the importance of the region but the ‘focus
of the visit was to examine the development of connectivity to border areas.? It is indeed evident,
therefore, that Xi’s rule in Tibet stresses high-quality development and lasting stability.

Despite China being a one-party state, with a handful of individuals monopolizing power at
the helm, however, the members of the Party and its leaders do not always share the same ideolo-
gy, political association, or policy preferences. Notwithstanding, these internal factions, within the
overall bureaucratic structure, do not seem to pose much of a problem to Xi since he has already
placed many loyalists in important positions within the government. Yet, the Party continues to find
it difficult to trust Tibetans with higher positions and therefore they are institutionally marginalized
throughout China’s administrative structure. For instance, under the current 19th CPC leadership,
two Tibetans, Lobsang Gyaltsen (Chinese: Luosang Jiangcun) and Che Dalha (Qizhala), are full
members of the Central Committee, with two others, Yan Jinhai and Norbu Thondup, serving as
alternate members. It is most likely that Yan Jinhai and Norbu Thondup will be promoted to full
membership in the 20th Central Committee.> According to International Campaign for Tibet, 38
delegates (see appendix) listed as Tibetans are expected to participate in the 20th Party Congress out
of 2,296 delegates. Statistically, Tibetans represent a mere 1.65 percent of the total strength of the
Congress. However, the Tibetan region makes up more than a quarter of the People’s Republic of
China, which highlights the severe underrepresentation of Tibetans within China’s decision-making
circles. In other words, there exists an inherent contradiction, seen not only during Xi Jinping’s reign
but throughout China’s modern political history, which is how Tibet has been a highly sensitive
issue for the Party, but it refuses to open any channels for dialogue with the Tibetan Government
in exile nor allow any semblance of representation of Tibetans within the uppermost bureaucratic
structure of China. The securitization of Tibet and the subsequent influx of finance into developing

Times, access on 10/31/2022 at 4:31 pm, URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/16/world/asia/tibet-covid-lock-
down.html

1 Dorji, Tsewang (2022), Border villages in Tibet: why India should be wary of China’s new ‘eyes and ears’ in hima-
laya, Tibet Policy Institute, access on 10/11/2022 at 10:10 am, URL: https://tibetpolicy.net/border-villages-in-tibet-
why-india-should-be-wary-of-chinas-new-eyes-and-ears-in-himalaya/

2 Kirishnan, Ananth (2021), Xi Jinping visits Tibet border region, first by Chinese leader in years, The Hindu, access
on 10/11/2022 at 3:04 pm, URL: https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/xi-jinping-visits-tibet-border-re-
gion-first-by-chinese-leader-in-years/article35481755.ece

3 International Campaign for Tibet (2022), 38 Tibetan delegates at China’s 20th Party Congress, Internation-
al Campaign for Tibet, access on 10/11/2022 at 4:00 pm, URL: https://savetibet.org/38-tibetan-delegates-at-chi-
nas-20th-party-congress/
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Tibet was part of the ubiquitous claim that Tibetans are happy, well-represented, and taken care of
by the government. The contradiction between the portrayal of an “inclusive” China and the reality
of an insecure China is reflected at the institutional and national levels.

Likewise, Xi Jinping has focused on fostering a greater sense of hyper-nationalism in China,
placing the Chinese Communist Party at the center of this rejuvenated Chinese Nation. His poverty
alleviation and anti-corruption campaigns along with his hard stance against the US-led world order,
Hong Kong and Taiwan need to be comprehended within his objective of realizing the ideas behind
slogans such as “China Rise” or the “rejuvenation of China”.

China has come under much scrutiny in the past three years, from the outbreak of the covid
pandemic to its mass internment of Ugyurs, the handling of the Hong Kong protests, and the man-
agement of the Tibet issue. The upcoming 20" National Party Congress will feature the Party-ap-
pointed representatives from these regions, as they singularly praise Xi Jinping’s handling of the
pandemic and his role in maintaining “stability” in China. However, it would be foolhardy to ignore
the real-time internal insecurity that Xi’s governance faces, as Tibetans, Ugyurs, Hong-Kongers,
and Chinese continue to question the government’s heavy-handedness and outright repression.
Therefore, it is pertinent to observe how the Party continues to handle these challenges and criticism
of its rule, without the safety valve of new leadership that has been in place since Deng Xiaoping’s
era. The reality is that with Xi at the helm for the foreseeable future, the Party’s policies will con-
tinue to foster disillusion and resentment among those living under its rule and there will be no one
else left to blame except its President.

Appendix: Thirty-eight Tibetan delegates expected to participate in the upcoming 20th Party
Congress !

Tibet Autonomous Region

. Tenzin Dhundup (Chinese: Danzang Dunzhu)

. Pema Thinley (Bama Chillin)

. Nikyi (Ni Ji, female)

. Nyima Lhazom (Nima Lazong, ethnic identification not given, female)
. Penpa Dolma (Bianba Zhuoma, female)

. Shilok Dolma (Xiluo Zhuoma, female)

. Choetso (Qu Cuo, female)

. Tsering Lhamo (Ciren Lamu, female)

O 0 3 O W\ B~ W N =

. Tsering Thondup (Ciren Dunzhu)
. Yan Jinhai
. Dolkar (Zhuoga, female)

. Tsering Wangmo (Ciren Wangmu, female)

—_ = = =
W N = O

. Lobsang Gyaltsen (Luosang Jiangcun)

_.
~

. Sonam Nyima (Silang Nima)

. Phurbu Thondup (Pubu Dunzhu)

. Kalsang Choedon (Gasong Quzhen, female)
. Yasha (female, Lhoba)

—_ = =
~N O W

—

The list is compiled by the International Campaign for Tibet
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18. Sonam Dekyi (female, Monpa) Qinghai
19. Tsering Thar (Cairang Tai)

20. Choeyang Kyi (Qieyang Shi, female)

21. Ba Tselo (Ba Cailuo)

22. Pekho (Banguo) Sichuan

23. Chen Wanghui (female)

24. Chime Dorji (Qimei Dorje)

25. Luo Zhenhua Yunnan

26. Norbu Yangzom (Nongbu Yangzong, female)
27. Dhondup Pheldup (Dunzhu Peichu) Gansu
28. Yang Wu

29. Lumo Tsering (Lumao Cairang, female) Central and state organs
30. Tselo (Ciluo)

31. Li Ying (female)PLA and PAP delegates

32. Dakpa (Zhaba)

33. Jamyang Ngodup (Jiayang Ouzhu)

34. Dawa Dolkar (Dawa Zhuoga, female)

35. Namgyal (Langjie) Fujian Province

36. Cui Yuying (female) Central financial system
37. Loten (Luo Dan)

38. Dechen (Deqing, female)
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China Escalates DNA Collection Drive across Tibet

Dr,Tenzin Tsultrim, Research Fellow

The recent report by Human Rights Watch (HRW) on September 5, 2022, that China has started
escalating DNA collection drive from Tibetan people as young as 5-year-old across Tibet is dis-
turbing and seriously violates the human rights of the Tibetan people. According to the findings by
Citizen Lab, it is estimated that between June 2016 and July 2022, police may have collected rough-
ly 919,282 and 1,206,962 DNA samples, representing between one quarter (25.1%) and one-third
(32.9%) of Tibet’s total population (3.66 million).

As early as 2013, under the guise of a mass health program, China started collecting DNA sam-
ples from the Tibetan people. The recent escalation of the DNA collection drive in Tibet will further
strengthen the surveillance apparatuses unleashed by China. With the mass collection of DNA, there
is a danger of the emergence of cold cases' leading to mass arrests across Tibet. For instance, HRW
reported that the collection of DNA from around 524,500 people in 2019 led to the arrest of around
26 “fugitive people” in Chamdo. Not only this but to implicate the “focus personnel®” or those Ti-
betans who were blacklisted in the police records for their political activities, there is a possibility
of misuse or planting “focus personnel’s DNA samples at the crime scenes.

Xiao Qiang, adjunct professor at the University of California at Berkeley’s School of Informa-
tion was quoted in the Wall Street Journal saying, “Marrying DNA profiles with real-time surveil-
lance tools, such as monitoring online activity and cameras hooked to facial-recognition software,
would help China’s ruling Communist Party develop an all-encompassing “digital totalitarian
state.”

A 2019 data leak revealed that China is tracking almost 2.6 million people in East Turkestan
(Chinese: Xinjiang). Now with the mass collection of the DNA across Tibet, the Tibetan people’s
movements could be effectively tracked by tracking devices installed across Tibet. The installation
of around 6,660 5G base stations across Tibet will further improve 5G applications and technolo-
gies in surveillance tools. Because a 5G network can carry massive amounts of data and will enable
streaming of Ultra High Definition (UHD) video in real-time.

1 A cold case is a crime, or a suspected crime, that has not yet been fully resolved and is not the subject of a
current criminal investigation, but for which new information could emerge from new witness testimony,
re-examined archives, new or retained material evidence, or fresh activities of a suspect. New technolog-
ical methods developed after the crime was committed can be used on the surviving evidence to analyse
causes, often with conclusive results.

2

HRW, A Glossary of Repression, A 2012 list of these “focus personnel” or “special categories of people” in Tibet
included, (1) those released from detention; (2) those returning from abroad (huiliu renyuan), such as Tibetans who
have been unofficially to India; (3) “mobile” monks and nuns, meaning those who are not officially affiliated to and
residing in a monastery; (4) people who were monks or nuns in the past but have been expelled from a monastery;
(5) people suspected of involvement in the protests of March 2008; and (6) “other individuals who require special
attention.”
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China’s Zero-COVID Policy and Rise of Tibetan Citizen Journalist

Tenzin Dalha, Research Fellow

The implementation of the Zero-COVID policy in Tibet was so bad that the authorities had to
apologize. Citizen journalists told the truth to the world.

Members of Free Tibet placed a banner on Westminster Bridge in London to express solidarity with Beijing’s lone
protester. From Twitter.

During the initial reports on the spread of COVID-19, which emerged in China in 2019, the
nation’s government attempted to place a blanket cover on the flow of the relevant information,
which delayed the international response. Chinese health officials declared the outbreak as “pre-
ventable and under control.” As a consequence, we have lost 6.55 million lives from 2019 to 2021
worldwide.

The outbreak in Wuhan undermined the social contract that underpins the Chinese Communist
Party’s legitimacy. It carried out extensive restrictions in the form of lockdown and home quarantines,
and established chaotic mass testing centers in public spaces, conducting mandatory COVID-19
tests on people once a day and within a couple of days from each other. Chinese netizens boldly
expressed concerns over the lack of accountability and severe internet restrictions, and appealed to
all overseas netizens for help to create public pressure on Beijing. Netizens showed their discontent
publicly, with major protests in Chinese cities including Shanghai and Chengdu expressing genuine
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grievances.

The underlying rationale for Xi’s stubborn adherence to his “Zero-COVID” policy is that he
was afraid the spread of COVID-19 may become a challenge to his attempt to consolidate his power
beyond the established two-term tenure for the post of Party’s General Secretary and to be elected
for a third term.

Under the guise of Zero-COVID policy, major cities in China including Shenzhen and Cheng-
du announced lockdowns after 35 and 156 new cases were reported there respectively. But this led
to strict lockdowns in a city of 17.5 million and one of 21 million. Beijing’s attempt to control the
spread of COVID-19 will remain an overriding priority, but at a great cost.

The outbreak and subsequent restriction came on the eve of the 20" National Congress of
the CCP. “Zero-COVID” refers to the Chinese government’s approach of imposing harsh blanket
lockdowns in entire villages and even large cities when infections are found. This approach has
come at great economic cost to China. The economic activity in regions under lockdown has come
to a standstill. China’s policy has kept deaths and infection numbers low but it has led to a wave of
indiscriminate human right violations.

The highest COVID-19 quarantine cen-
ter in the word, altitude 4,800 meters in

Tibet. From Twitter.

State media went into overdrive
to portray China as leading
the fight against COVID-19
internationally. Beijing’s
propaganda has used a spectrum
of narrative approaches to craft
news coverage, commentary, and
descriptions of China’s response
to eliminate COVID-19. Ensuring
that the CCP and PRC government
are seen to be responsive, in control, and winning against this fight is paramount. In reality, these
positive messages are often mixed with others that are neutral, hateful, and negative.

COVID-19 continues to be intensely monitored and vigorously discussed by China’s active so-
cial media users. Digital media have provided pockets of spaces beyond state control for the voicing
of the people’s concerns and criticism.

The Shoton, or Yogurt Festival was scheduled this year in Lhasa from mid-August, and should
have featured the unveiling of a large, embroidered thangka portrait of the Buddha on a hillside
outside Lhasa’s Drepung monastery. Tibetan devotees were excited to see the precious thangka
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and celebrate the festival. However the tourists and locals got unpleasant news when Chinese au-
thorities abruptly announced a lockdown of the entire city over an outbreak of the highly infectious
BA.5 Omicron virus sub-variant. It has affected tens of thousands tourists and residents. This is an
example of China’s clumsily executed Zero-COVID policy, which has taken a heavy toll on the
population.

The influx of Chinese tourists to Tibet had sparked the flame of COVID outbreaks there. All
the individuals infected are reported to have been travelers, including on the train route between
Shigatse and Lhasa, as well as between Lhasa and Nyingtri. Han Chinese are not especially immune
from contagion, all precautions notwithstanding.

Although China’s control over the internet and its surveillance network is formidable, the out-
break of the COVID-19 saw an emergence of content, narratives, and expressions of online criticism
against the government at a level that had not been seen for decades. Tibetan citizen journalists
forthrightly shared their genuine grievances and pleas to end the hard COVID measures. While
Lhasa continues to stay at home under strict lockdown in Tibet, videos are appearing showing their
desperation and frustration that have gone viral.

Tibet Autonomous Region battling the record COVID wave surge and Beijing’s harsh
countermeasures to tackle it have imposed immense hardships on the lifestyle and livelihoods of
Tibetans, making the curbs unpopular. Public sentiment has triggered a wave of anger and confusion
online among residents of Tibet. Social media are flooded with unprecedented criticism against the
authorities mishandling the epidemic situation in Lhasa. Angry criticisms posted on these platforms
is censored by the internet police, including complaints about feeding unhygienic and rotten food
and woeful conditions in quarantine camps.Imposing a severe crackdown on Tibetans for “spread-
ing COVID rumors” and their grievances online has led to the arrest of a few Tibetans. This has
created or reignited outrage over the Communist Party’s lack of transparency and accountability.

What makes these arrests notable and disturbing is that they were preceded by emphatic official
announcements by China’s top leadership that the Party would tighten its ideological control, which
were followed by a strong endorsement from Chinese authorities on the validity of prosecuting individ-
uals for online “rumor-mongering” and “spreading misinformation.” Yet the censoring of information
as well as the suppression of voices critical of the government’s policies continues to this day.

During the lockdown in Lhasa, the police invited the starving residents to come out of their homes and pick up a few
vegetables left in the center of the streets. From Twitter.
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The Central Tibetan Administration (CTA) called on “Beijing to adequately acknowledge
the public criticisms made by Tibetans, who have genuinely expressed their frustration at the lack
of sufficient facilities, and protect them from reprisals for expressing their honest opinions about the
government’s mismanagement.”

Netizens in an outburst of open despair have gone viral on Weibo and DouYin. A Tibetan
woman is seen there making an open appeal to local authorities, “complaining about shortages of
food supply, lack of proper medical care, and impoverished quarantine centers.”

The outcry of another Tibetan woman in social media constructively criticized the substandard
management of COVID in Lhasa’s quarantine center. She presented a general overview of the reali-
ty. Her outcry speaks volume about old people being treated like criminals instead of patients. If the
authorities are incapable of “proper management” and exhibit a “lack of coordination,” she pleaded,
then they should allow those who test positive to isolate themselves in their homes. “Even if they
die, they can at least die in their homes more peacefully.”

After a string of complaints went viral online, on September 17, 2022, in a rare show of re-
gret, during a media briefing Dradul, executive Deputy Mayor of Lhasa, publicly apologized for not
tackling the COVID situation well in regards to prevention and control. Acknowledging the gov-
ernment’s failure, and that they had not been given sufficient supplies, vindicated the public outcry
about serious mismanagement and the gravity of the COVID situation.

Tenzin Choezin, the youngest member of the Tibetan Parliament in Exile, showed her genu-
ine concerns and said: “’In stark contrast to the Chinese government’s narrative of winning its war
against the pandemic through the ‘Zero-COVID Policy,’ the reality on the ground tells a very dif-
ferent story, one that indicates a massive failure of the Chinese Communist Party. The mismanage-
ment and deliberate mistreatment of the Tibetan people inside Tibet is apparent through the many
personal accounts shared on social media platforms like Weibo and DouYin by persons who risk
persecution by expressing their grief and frustration against the multiform oppression and inhumane
treatments under the garb of ‘Zero-COVID Policy.” As an elected representative, I stand with the
Central Tibetan Administration’s move to express solidarity toward the Tibetan people currently
affected by the policy, and ask to extend medical assistance and supplies to our people inside Tibet
that are severely affected by the pandemic and the failed policies.”

Faced with the extreme hardships endured under China’s Zero-COVID policy management,
despite the fact that the authorities issued a public apology, some Tibetans were arrested. In a span
of two days, five people took their lives by jumping to their deaths in various parts of Lhasa and its
suburbs according to sources of International Campaign for Tibet.

Today, in the age of social media with a global network of online supporters at disposal,
protests are no longer “local.” This fast and unpredictable reach of activists certainly has Beijing
worried. Consequently, China has been cracking down hard on internet users who demonstrate
sympathy and support for the Tibetan cause, blocking avenues for the spread of all relevant
information. The sharing of crucial information through these communication channels allowed
people to get a clearer view of reality in Tibet. The connectivity that internet and social media has
throughout the globalised world has assisted Tibetans in Tibet to break the psychological barrier
of fear by helping many to connect and share information.
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From media posts about the government’s mismanagement of the pandemic to the lack of spac-
es for freedom of expression. along with the state-led suppression of the same, Tibetan citizen jour-
nalists have come forward to vent their desires and frustrations. The Chinese Government is using
the guise of COVID protocol to further repress the Tibetans and curtail their fundamental freedom.
Beijing prioritizes censorship and social control over the wellbeing of Tibetans. This demonstrates
their failed policy and deliberate attempt to wipe out resistance before, during, and immediately
after the 20th Congress.
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Ecological Relocation Plan in Extremely High-Altitude Areas of the Tibet Autono-
mous Region (2018-2025)

Dechen Palmo, Research Fellow
Introduction

Resettlement is not something new in contemporary Chinese history. From the 1950s to the
1970s, resettlement was primarily done for ideological, geopolitical, and military reasons. Since
the 1980s, resettlement is mostly resulting from the infrastructure construction project leading to
many controversies such as the Three Gorges Dam project. However, since 2000, resettlement has
been associated with new policy objectives of rural poverty reduction and restoring the environment
mostly in so-called western China.

In 2000, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) State Council launched ‘the Western Develop-
ment Strategy’ (xibu da kaifa), China’s first comprehensive regional development plan to boost the
economies of western provinces through infrastructure development, increase foreign investment,
promotion of education and ecological protection.!

Over the years China has been badly affected by floods, sand storms, and water shortages there-
fore Chinese leaders hope that the western drive can play a vital role in restoring China’s ecological
balance as well, especially in controlling soil erosion and desertification. 2

The Western Development Strategy adopted the Ecological Resettlement (shengtai yimin in
Chinese) in so-called western China (Tibet, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang). It has been introduced
as a tool to lift rural people out of poverty while reducing the environmental pressure of human ac-
tivities brought on important ecological functional areas.

According to the data from the State Council West Development Office, to reduce poverty, sev-
en million rural people were scheduled to relocate by way of ecological resettlement projects, while
seven hundred thousand were relocated in the context of ecological resettlement during 2000-2005.3

The Ecological Resettlement Project in Tibet was introduced in 2004 at the Sanjiangyuan
(Three Rivers Source) of eastern Tibet and is managed by the Sanjiangyuan office belonging to
the Development and Reform Committee of the Qinghai Province. This region is the source of the
Yangtze River, Yellow River, and Mekong River, and its unique alpine landscape provides critical
habitat for a large number of endangered and indigenous flora and fauna.

I Chunji Zheng, FengDeng, ChengyouLi, and ZhimingYang, “The impact of China’s western development strategy
on energy conservation and emission reduction”, Environmental Impact Assessment Review, Volume 94, May 2022,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0195925522000099

2 Hongyi Harry Lai, “China’s Western Development Program: Its Rationale, Implementation, and Prospects”, Mod-
ern China, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Oct. 2002), pp. 432-466 (35 pages) https://www.jstor.org/stable/3181371

3 Du, Fachun. “Ecological resettlement of Tibetan herders in the Sanjiangyuan: a case study in Madoi County of
Qinghai.” Nomadic Peoples, Vol. 16, No. 1, Special Issue: Ecological Narratives on Grasslands in China: A Peo-
ple-Centred View (2012), pp. 116-133 (18 pages)
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However, due to both natural and man-made factors, the region is facing a serious degradation
of grassland. Therefore, the Chinese government assumed that grassland degradation can be effec-
tively prevented by controlling the number of livestock and encouraging ecological resettlement.

Although, the Chinese government asserts that all relocation is entirely voluntary and is for the
well-being of the people and the environment. However, it is important to understand whether the
goals are achieved or not and how ecological resettlement is implemented in the other parts of Tibet,
and what are the consequences.

Ecological Relocation of Very high-altitude areas of Tibet - Nagchu

Nagchu is located in northern Tibet. It is a prefecture-level city under the so-called Tibet Au-
tonomous Region. It is about 1156 kilometers long from east to west and 760 kilometers wide from
north to south. As of 2019, the city’s total population of 542,105. The city has a total of 11 coun-
ties (districts, ) namely aR=- ,fﬁ aa«q (Seni District), & aﬁ ﬁ: Amdo County, RE&Y Xz '¥x' Nyainrong
County, a8 5'#='Biru County, fg X¥= Lhari County, & Ry g: Sog County, 5 asq £ Bagen County,
/E £z Xainza County, AaAr aquﬁ £z Baingoin County, §'a#= Nyima County, and & qum Ex
Shuanghu County.

The picture shows the Sinburi resettlement site in Gonggar County, Shannan City, on the north bank of the middle
reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo River. Photo by Xinhua News Agency reporter Jue Guo

Over the past many years, the Chinese government has implemented two broad policies Com-
fortable housing and Environmental Migration that are used to pressure Tibetans herders to move
out of their traditional habitat into a new resettlement camp.
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Since 2018 the International Campaign for Tibet (ICT) has documented and reported on a
“very high-altitude ecological relocation plan”.! According to ICT, The relocation of Tibetans from
Chang tang National Nature Reserve was first launched in 2018 by the Tibet Autonomous Region
Communist Party Committee. It was designed to relocate individuals living in very high-altitude
regions throughout Tibet, defined as 4,800 meters high or above.

The Chinese government plan to spend 8 years (2018-2025) relocating 130,000 people from 20
counties, 97 townships, and 450 villages from 3 prefectures of Nagchu (Ch:Naqu), Ngari (Ch:Ali),
and Shigatse (Ch: Xigaze).?

The Nagchu city was assigned to relocate 20,877 households with 85,350 people from 7 coun-
ties, 45 townships, and 274 administrative villages.* More than 100,000 of the 130,000 Tibetans will
be resettled in Sebburi. Senburi is located in along the Yarlung Tsangpo River in Lhoka.

This very high-altitude ecological relocation project will eventually remove the Tibetan no-
mads, herdsmen, and farmers from 350,000 square kilometers of land in the name of environmental
protection. Of this 350,000 square kilometers of land, 280,000 square kilometers of which are pro-
tected areas.

The Xinhua news report on 7th March 2020, quoted Tashi Dorji, Director of the Natural Re-
serve Management Division of the TAR Forestry and Grassland Bureau, as saying that “the purpose
of such a large-scale cross-regional relocation is to allow people in extremely high-altitude areas to
enjoy a better life and health protection and public services while reducing human activities, return
nature to wild animals and protect the environment of the plateau.” He further reiterates that grass-
land degradation is increasing at a rate of 3% -5% per year due to global warming, increasing popu-
lation and the contradiction between livestock and wild animals competing for grassland resources.’

The actual plan for the Ecological Resettlement of high-altitude areas of the Tibet Autonomous
Region was to relocate Tibetans within three years however the plan has been changed and extended
the period until 2025.

Lhasa City, Nagqu City, and Lhoka city are assigned to make overall arrangements for the
pre-relocation, relocation, and follow-up security work to ensure the safe, smooth and orderly im-
plementation of the relocation and resettlement work.

Over the last few months, the Chinese media such as Xinhua news, Tibet.cn, China Daily, and

I International Campaign for Tibet, “Mass migration program highlights contested nomads’ resettlement policies in
Tibet”, June21, 2018, https://savetibet.org/mass-migration-program-highlights-contested-nomads-resettlement-pol-
icies-in-tibet/

2 International Campaign for Tibet, “Mass relocations continue: 17,000 Tibetans to leave homes by August”, July 5,
2022. https://savetibet.org/mass-relocations-continue-17000-tibetans-to-leave-homes-by-august/

3 VUREUH 1T NAE ST W H (Tibet launches ecological relocation project for more than 10,000 people), Xinhua
net, 27 June 2022, http://www.news.cn/local/2022-06/27/c_1128780052.htm

4 Xie Wei , PGS M7 b 2k ST TAEST 743k (The high-altitude ecological relocation in Nagqu City, Ti-
bet is progressing in an orderly manner), Tibet.cn, 28 august 2019.http://www.tibet.cn/cn/news/zx/201910/
120191028 6699681.html

5 PO A ST RS H AR LA XER (High-altitude ecological relocation in Tibet solves the problem of
symbiosis between man and nature), Xinhua News Agency,18 March 2022,http://www.tibet.cn/cn/news/zx/202003/
t20200318 6755197.html
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many others published widely on the Ecological resettlement of Very high-altitude areas of the Ti-
bet Autonomous Region. Although there are many aspects of this relocation program, the Chinese
media have reported only the government propaganda endorsing the idea of ecological relocation
for a better life and ecological conservation.

The first phase of the relocation (2018-2019)

The official implementation of the first high-altitude ecological relocation started on 18th June
2018 to December 2019. The first phase of the relocation involves three counties of Nagchu city
(Nyima county, Amdo county, and Tsonyi County), 16 townships, 71 administrative villages, and
7128 households with 29,938 people.' The first relocation village was located in Gachong village,
Gurum Township, Toelung Dechen district, Lhasa prefectural city, and Senburi Village, Gonggar
County, Shannan City.

This table contains the number details of the place, the number of households, and the people
relocated during the first phase of the relocation.

Batches | Counties Townships No of Household No of People

Batch I | Tsonyi County | Yaqu Township, Gac-|957 4058
uo Township, Cuozhe
Qiangma Township

Amdo County [Sewu Township
Batch II | Nima County [Jiwa Township, 3,423 14,637

Ejiu Township,

Doma Township, Xie-
de Township, Baling

Township
Tsonyi County [ Cuoluo Township
Batch III | Amdo County | Bangai Township 2,748 11,243
Zha

Nyima County | Qu Township,

Gangni Township,
Qiangma Township,

Asuo Township

Zhongcang Township
Total 7128 29938

The second phase of the relocation (2022) - The second phase of the high-altitude ecological

T Xie Wel, pumilsith i s A A GE T/ 74t (The high-altitude ecological relocation in Nagqu City, Ti-
bet is progressing in an orderly manner), Tibet.cn, 28 August 2019.http://www.tibet.cn/cn/news/zx/201910/
120191028 _6699681.html
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relocation is from 25th June to 11th August 2022. The second phase of the relocation involves three
counties of Nagchu city (Nyima county, Amdo county, and Tsonyi County), 12 townships, 58 ad-
ministrative villages, and 6306 households with 26,304 people. This time, 6,306 households with
13,569 people along with 3986 staff will be relocated. !

This table contains the details of the place, the number of households, and the people relo-

cated during the second phase of the relocation.

Counties No. of Households Total Population
Nyima County 1368 4105

Tsonyi County 2396 4442

Amdo County 2542 5022

Staff - 3986

Total Population - 17555

According to Xinhua News Agency, “A total of 17,555 people will be relocated from Shuang-
hu County, Amdo County, and Nima County in Nagqu City, whose average altitude exceeds 4,500
meters, to 3,600 meters above sea level. Senburi Village, Gonggar County, Shannan City, including

13,569 people and 3,986 staff members, will be implemented in batches from June 25 to August 1172

The Three Counties of Nagchu Prefecture

Tsonyi/ Shuanghu County (a@'n@&\ré:') Tsonyi translates to “two lakes”. The vast majority of
its population practices nomadic pastoralism (mostly goats and sheep). With an average altitude of
over 5,000 meters, Tsonyi County covers a total area of 120,000 square km. The county comprises
seven town-level divisions. Of all seven townships of Tsonyi, four townships of the county com-
pleted relocation in early August, and three have already been relocated in 2019. More than half of
Shuanghu County is in the Qiangtang National Nature Reserve.

Nyima county- Nyima County (§'a#=) is the westernmost county-level division under the ad-
ministration of the prefecture-level city of Nagchu, Tibet Autonomous Region. The northern part of
the county is within the Changtang area. With an area of 72,499 km2 (27,992 sq mi) and a popula-
tion of 29,000 (2012) It has jurisdiction over 1 town, 13 townships, and 77 administrative villages.

Amdo county- Amdo County (Gﬂ'&ﬁ'ﬁ:') is a county within Nagchu. The administrative area is
100,000 square kilometers. The county comprises thirteen town-level divisions. In 2019, the reg-
istered population of the County was 43,367. Amdo is an important transportation hub in northern
Tibet, where the Qinghai-Tibet Highway and the Anshi Highway meet.

T WFa A 02 E s WL 5 5h  (The relocation of the second phase of the Senburi resettlement site in Shannan
started This time, 6306 households with 13569 people were relocated), June 26, 2022 http://www.xizang.gov.cn/
xwzx_406/dsdt/202206/t20220626 304899.html

2 Zhang Jingpin, Gesang Langjie , [#% /R W@HEE1 77/ NESHWETNE  ([Forestry and Grass Bureau] Tibet
launches ecological relocation project for more than 10,000 people) . June 28, 2022. http://xz.people.com.cn/
n2/2022/0628/c138901-40014135.html
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Objectives of Ecological resettlement claimed by the Chinese government

As per the Chinese government, the resettlement of Tibetan nomads from very high-altitude
areas 1s necessary and urgent for both the environment and human well-being.

Conservation and protection of the Environment- China seeks to convey the impression that
its policies are aimed at environmental conservation, climate change adaptation, and mitigation
despite there being little scientific evidence that the relocation will have any positive impact on the
environment.

To improve the living standard of the local Tibetans

The Chinese state propaganda says that the reason for the relocation is to get the people away
from “harsh climate, relatively backward production, living conditions, and degraded grassland”.
According to Zhang Jianhua, who is the head of Tsonyi County said that “the county will strictly
follow the regional government’s ecological protection policies to safeguard the pristine land. He
further reiterate that the relocation policy is not coercive, it’s optional”

Critics, however, said that this relocation is carried out in order to achieve the central govern-
ment’s plans to dilute identity and surveil and control Tibetans. International Campaign for Tibet
states that “Given the climate of fear and repression in Tibet and the lack of any means for redress
through an independent judiciary, such measures represent a drastic violation of the rights of Ti-
betans who are now vulnerable to poverty and marginalization. What happens in Nagchu County is
nothing less than forced migration, with the lives of thousands of Tibetans upended. The interna-
tional community should urge the Chinese government to stop these programs that serve to control
the Tibetan people.”!

Claude Arpi, an author raises the question of the security aspect of this new relocation site Sen-
buri village.? This village is strategically located 10 kilometers away from the Gongkar airport, a
military and civilian dual-use airport. After the Doklam standoff between China and India in 2017,
there are reports of a sharp increase in air activities as well as infrastructure development in the
region.

The forced ecological relocation of the Tibetan nomads from Nagchu could be due to the Chi-
nese government’s grandiose plan to build five national parks in Tibet Autonomous Region which
will be collectively named the earth’s third pole. According to Yao Tandong, honorary director of
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau Institute of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, “The five locations en-
compass areas around Qomolangma, Bome and Medog counties, the Zanda Earth Forest in western
Tibet, the Changtang Plateau and Serling Tso, which is Tibet’s largest lake”.?

The so-called Tibet Autonomous Region already has 11 national nature reserves, four national
scenic spots, three national geological parks, nine national forest parks, and 22 national wetland

I TInternational Campaign for Tibet, “Mass relocations continue: 17,000 Tibetans to leave homes by August”, July 5,
2022. https://savetibet.org/mass-relocations-continue-17000-tibetans-to-leave-homes-by-august/
2 Forced Relocation: for what?, Monday, July 4, 2022,

https://claudearpi.blogspot.com/2022/07/forced-relocation-for-what.html
3 Zhang Zhihao, Cui Jia, National Parks In Tibet To Benefit Nature, Tourism, China Daily 12 march 2019, http://
www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201903/12/WS5¢86¢941a3106c65¢34eec021.html
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parks. Protected natural areas make up almost 40 percent of the region’s land area.

Changtang (Qiangtang) National Nature Reserve is the biggest and highest nature reserve under
the Chinese government’s control. It was established in 1993 as a regional nature reserve and was
upgraded to a national nature reserve in the year 2000. The Changtang National Nature Reserve cov-
ers seven counties of the Nagchu and Ngari with an area of 298,000 square km. The three relocated
counties of Nagchu (Amdo, Nyima, and Tsonyi) come within the Changtang National Nature Re-
serve.! As the new national park system expands, there is more and more gobbling up of rangeland
from Tibetan nomads, forcing relocations in the name to free up more space for wild animals and
plants in these protected areas.

The exact figures for Tibetans who are being relocated remain unknown. Under these relocation
policies, more and more settled Tibetan lives are being uprooted and enforced their assimilation into
the Chinese cultural and economic world. The forceful relocation of Tibetan nomads might also
create severe problems for the Chinese government. Tibetan nomads who appear to be backward
are self-sufficient, due to their ownership of land and livestock. To meet the policy goal, the mass
relocation will lead to the loss of the income bases of these nomads without replacing them with
an alternate source of income. This relocation might result in pushing Tibetan nomads further into
the margin of society and becoming financially dependent on the Chinese government. In turn, this
situation could also stimulate new tensions between the Tibetan and the Chinese government and it
might be a counterproductive result in relation to the Chinese government’s objective of securing
improved political stability.

I Chinese relocation plan will displace more than 130000 Tibetan nomads in TAR, TCHRD, April 10, 2020, https://
tchrd.org/chinese-relocation-plan-displaces-more-than-130000-tibetan-nomads-in-tar/
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Global climate change and its impacts on Tibet

Dhondup Wangmo, Research Fellow

In the last few decades, Tibet is witnessing drastic climate change impacts. Different reports and
research papers written on the third pole environment warned that the glaciers in Tibetan Plateau
will recede faster if the rate of warming of the Tibetan Plateau which is as twice the global average
will remain the same. Tibet, being the headwater of Asia’s large rivers, the cryosphere in it is vital
in defining Asia’s water security. These snow-capped mountains regulates the year-round supply
of water to the downstream countries. Out of the different factors which are responsible for climate
change, anthropogenic activities are considered as one of the major causes behind that. However,
climate change in Tibet will largely affect the lowland areas whose socio-economic stability are
dependent on the water that comes from Tibet.

It is not just Tibet, the temperature rise is of global concern but the rate of warming in Tibet
is very alarming. Different scientific papers similarly have conclusively concluded that the rate of
warming in Tibet is significantly higher in Tibet. Although climate change and its impacts are not
homogenous throughout Tibet, differences in the scale of impacts were observed based on regional
and other factors but the unprecedented warming and intense cryospheric changes are observed in
the Tibetan Plateau based on multiple scientific studies. For example, the loss of glaciers. Glacier
loss is evident but the amount of loss is greater in the southern part and it decreases to the interior or
central part of Tibet while eastern Pamir has the least loss.
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Cryospheric melting impacts are not new to Tibet, the glacier that collapsed in Ngari is one of
the largest glaciers that collapsed and it is reportedly found to be related to glacier instability and
climate change. IPCC report says, besides this incident which was caused by climate change, other
glaciers collapsed that have occurred are relatively unknown to climate change. Currently, Tibet is
under the serious threat of losing more glaciers. Recent scientific assessments of the third pole envi-
ronment and other papers had observed the changes in climate of the third pole and also the future
projection of it.

Apart from such massive glacier collapse that occurred, Tibetan Plateau had already retreated
450 meters of its glaciers from the largest glaciers stored in Qilian mountain, the eastern part of the
Tibetan Plateau. Many observation sites are still in alarm to see the pace of glaciers’ loss in Tibet
and they also predicted the future melting of glaciers which is even more alarming. It is not just
the rapid glacier melting that is of concern but permafrost degradation and increased desertification
are equally concerning. Future projections from both glacier loss and permafrost degradation are
going to rise. Wetlands which played an important role in carbon sequestration are also declining.
Sanjiangyuan and Dzoge in Tibet had losses about of 1.5 and 0.7 percent of its wetlands annually.
On basis of 10 active layer sites on Kunlun mountain pass to Liang Dao He that were monitored
between 1981 to 2019, an increase of 19.5 centimeters by every ten years was observed.

Rapid glacier melting in Tibe is clearly evident by seeing the indication of forming more lakes
and an increase in their size. Few lakes in Tibet with quantified expanded areas were reported for
three reasons: increased precipitation, glacial melt, and a decrease in evaporation. Generally, the
widely known lakes in Tibet, SilingTso, Namtso, and Tson Ngon are largely glaciers fed, due to
which changes in cryospheric melting are causing the changes in lake areas. Siling Tso lake is in-
creasing by 0.6 meters of water level per year and Tso Ngon had increased by 1 meter since 2000.
Before that, a reduction of 3 meters in water level was observed between 1961 to 2000. This is a
direct impact of cryospheric melts in Tibet.

With an increased rise which is in temperature and changing intensity of precipitation, Tibetan
Plateau is witnessing intensifying cryospheric melt and experiencing a warmer winter. Extreme cold
days are decreasing while warm days are increasing. The glacier which usually melt in the spring
season had started melting earlier and these changes in time will affect the water’s availability. Pre-
cipitation which is harder to forecast than the Temperature is falling as liquid precipitation in the
form of rain instead of snow.

Although cryospheric is depleting in the Antarctic and Caucasus, intense cryospheric melting
in Tibet will affect far larger people. As Asia’s major rivers flow out from Tibet, alterations in the
amount and timing of water availability from changes in the cryosphere will further impact the water
availability in the rivers downstream. According to the paper “Real World Protection for the “Third
Pole” and Its People”, “Continued deglaciation is expected to have profound impacts on the hydro-
logical regimes of the ten river basins originating in the Third Pole”.

Permafrost degradation and snow cover reduction further exacerbate glacier melt in Tibet. Due
to permafrost degradation, river runoff is affected and reduced snow cover is decreasing its surface
albedo which helps in accelerating glacier melt. A depth of 0.1 to 0.2 centimeters of snow cover has
been reduced on Nyenchen Tanglha.
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According to Echo Xie who wrote an article in south china morning post which was published
on 3 July 2022, says 1,000 species of bacteria were found in the samples that had been taken from
the ice and glaciers in Tibet. This bacteria is harmful to humans as well as to animals as mentioned
by scientists. Scientists also fear that these bacteria in glaciers will cause risk to human life, espe-
cially in the most populated countries like China and India if the glaciers will recede and bacteria
will be unleashed.
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Water sourced from Tibet flows into different lowlands areas. The significance of the cryosphere
of the Tibetan Plateau is not just to regulate and provide the freshwater supply to downstream areas,
the socioeconomic stability of those areas are largely dependent on the rivers that originate from
Tibet. Especially those countries whose livelihoods and economics arerelying on agriculture. For
instance, the Indus river is the lifeline of an agriculture-based economy. Not just that, 100 million
farmers from India and Pakistan used water that directly comes from Indus and Ganges for their
irrigation purposes. Agriculture production in Pakistan is not possible without relating to the Indus
River that emerges from Tibet. Zachu river which originates from Tibet is proving water support to
more than 70 million people in six southeast Asian countries.

The Senge Khabab (Ch: Indus) river is largely fed by glaciers and snow, 44.8% of glacier melt
is contributed to the Indus river basin. Due to this river being joined with less rainfed tributaries and
flowing within arid regions, the cryosphere with 45 % of snow and 31 % of glaciers is the major
source of water for the Indus river which originates from Tibet. The river also provides productivity
during the pre-monsoon in areas drained by the river. For instance, 60 percent of irrigation for the
Indus basin comes from mountain snow and glacier melt. Zachu and Yarlung Tsangpo are indeed
used for large upstream hydropower generations and the fisheries industry while Machu (Yellow)
river is used for industrial purposes. Machu river entered into different Chinese provinces particu-
larly, Henan and Shangdong provinces which constitute a large population and is also highly depen-
dent on this river.

Different studies which project the future climate change on the third pole warned that even if
the global average temperature will be kept at 1.5 degrees celsius which is above the pre-industrial
level, one-third of glaciers will be lost in High mountain Asia, particularly the Himalayas which will
lose half of its glacial mass.

Therefore, Tibet is under serious threat of rapid climate change impacts. This climate change
will further intensify in the coming year if suitable action is not enforced. From 2016 onwards,
disasters frequently hit Tibet, and under the current state of climate scenario, Tibet will face more
disasters than before. To protect the third pole and to secure water support for more than half of the
world’s population, collective action should be enforced.

Endnote
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