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B
oth official chinese 
and exile Tibetan respons-
es to the protests that 
broke across Tibet last 
month followed a familiar, 

worn-out script. For the Tibetan exiles 
and their international supporters this 
was a last gasp for independence by the 
victims of cultural genocide. For the Chi-
nese government this was premeditated 
mayhem orchestrated by the “Dalai Lama 
clique” and “criminal elements” bent on 
splitting China. Both sides have it wrong.

Certainly, Tibetan exile flags and “free 
Tibet” slogans were features of Tibet’s big-
gest and most violent protests in decades, 
but it is simplistic to see the widespread dis-
content on the Tibet Plateau as a bid for 
freedom of an oppressed people. Protests in 
Lhasa began with Tibetan monks using the 
anniversary of the Dalai Lama’s flight into 
exile (March 10, 1959) to peacefully demon-
strate against tight religious controls, in-
cluding patriotic education campaigns and 
forced denunciations of the Dalai Lama, but 
they were soon joined by ordinary Tibetans 
who used violence against non-Tibetans 
and their property. Victims included Mus-

lim traders as well as Han Chinese.
As an initial media blackout turned 

into a media avalanche focused on the vio-
lence, many Chinese became confused and 
angry. Some enraged Chinese bloggers de-
manded Tibetan blood in return, but most 
Chinese were simply baffled by what they 
saw as Tibetan ingratitude for years of 
central government transfers that have re-
sulted in rapid growth in the region’s 
economy and a surge in incomes. 

Indeed, state transfers to Tibetan areas 
in recent years have been astronomical in 
proportion to the size of the local economy. 
Before completing the world’s highest rail-
way in 2006, China announced 180 other 
major infrastructure projects for the Tibet 
Autonomous Region worth 77.8 billion yuan 
(around $10.2 billion) to be constructed 
during 2006-10. The scale of these invest-
ments becomes apparent when measured 
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against the tar’s gdp, which was 29.1 billion 
yuan in 2006. In fact, state subsidies ac-
count for around 75% of the tar’s gdp. 

Giant injections of state capital in major 
infrastructure projects have been driving 
growth in Tibet in recent years, with gdp 
rising an average of 12% per annum since 
the launch of the Western Development 
Scheme in 2000. This scheme is intended 
to expand infrastructure (and markets) to 
redress growth imbalances between Chi-
na’s eastern seaboard and the impoverished 
hinterland. In 2007, the tar’s gdp grew at a 
staggering 14% over the previous year. Re-
portedly, incomes have been rising, too, 
with double-digit growth recorded for both 
rural and urban residents. 

Because of the rosy picture painted by 
statistics and the state media, most Chinese 
are unaware that Tibetans have been 
among the big losers of China’s economic 
miracle, and that within Tibetan areas the 
pace of economic modernization has polar-
ized Tibet’s economy, rewarding a minority 
of Tibetans with state jobs, but marginal-
izing the majority of Tibetans, who are 
poorly equipped to access new economic 
opportunities. Tibetans are mostly subsis-
tence farmers and herders. They make a liv-
ing in an upland rural economy that is much 
less diversified than other parts of rural 
China. Further gains in the productivity of 
staple crops are unlikely without major 
technological innovation. The already frag-
ile mountain ecosystem is under further 
pressure from a population that has dou-
bled since the 1950s. In response, tough 
new environmental laws have placed in-
creasing restrictions on traditional practic-
es such as grazing, hunting and, for a time, 
logging.

Despite the boom in investment, most 
Tibetans have very limited access to off-
farm employment. Unlike China’s eastern 
regions, surplus low-skilled rural labor is 
not readily absorbed by secondary indus-
try. Distance and altitude make Tibet a 

poor choice for the industrial activity that 
has been the engine of growth in other 
parts of rural China. For the limited op-
portunities that do exist, Tibetans must 
compete with migrants from other prov-
inces who generally come with more edu-
cation, skills and experience.

While these migrants from the east are 
not flooding the Tibetan population as is 
sometimes claimed, they are saturating the 
urban labor markets. Even Tibetan employ-
ers in Lhasa and other Tibetan areas admit-
ted to me that they hire non-Tibetans. Not 
surprisingly, unemployed rural Tibetan mi-
grants are reported to have been behind 
some of the worst violence of the protests.

Tibetans Need Not Apply
new air and rail links to Tibetan areas 
have been accompanied by explosive 
growth in tourism, but even when this tour-
ism is largely culture-based, it has not nec-
essarily translated into opportunities for 
Tibetans. In one large hotel in an ethnical-
ly Tibetan area outside the tar, hotel man-
agers reported that over 90% of their staff 
were non-Tibetans recruited from other ar-
eas. When I asked for an explanation, the 
managers cited Tibetans’ dearth of skills, 
lack of experience in working fixed hours, 
and a cultural disposition not inclined to 
obediently comply with hotel guests’ wish-
es. Even in the house-keeping department, 
more than 80% of staff were nonlocal.

In a more striking example of how Ti-
betans are missing out on the boom in 
tourism, when I visited Lhasa’s Potala Pal-
ace a few years ago, I was surprised to find 
a young Han Chinese man dressed in Ti-
betan costume selling tickets. When I que-
ried him, he laughed and said, “tourists 
don’t know the difference anyway.” In an-
other market, a Han Chinese woman pass-
ing off wheat flour pancakes as Tibetan 
barley cakes gave a similar response to my 
queries. Tourists mightn’t know the dif-
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ference, but Tibetans do, and daily experi-
ences like these are sources of a deep and 
growing resentment.

The reasons why Tibetans are being left 
behind by the rapid pace of economic devel-
opment are complex, and do include cultur-
al and language differences. Non-Tibetans 
have access to wider networks, capital and 
better information. But there is no system-
atic discrimination of Tibetans by employ-
ers. The labor market operates according to 
market principles and the most skilled peo-
ple are getting the jobs regardless of ethnic-
ity. My frequent contact with service 
industry leaders in Tibetan areas indicates 
that local employers (Tibetans and non-Ti-
betans alike) would happily hire Tibetans 
if they could do the job. Unfortunately, most 
Tibetans, especially rural Tibetans, simply 
do not meet employers’ needs.

A central problem is the high rate of il-
literacy among Tibetans—among the high-
est in China. Only 15% of tar residents have 
some degree of secondary education. The 
curriculum follows the national one and is 
highly academic, demands strong Chinese 
literacy and is poorly adapted to rural and 
regional labor market needs. High school 
drop-out rates refl ect the grim reality that 
investment in education is not re-
warded by jobs, except for a 
tiny elite that are clever enough 
to continue to university and 
state jobs. More than 40% of 
Tibetans have no formal 
schooling at all, com-
pared with China’s na-
tional average of 8%. 

State investment in 
primary education has 
increased since 2000, 
triggering an increase in 
literacy. But investments 
in rural education pri-
marily target school con-
struction and wages. The 
quality of teaching re-

mains poor, as the most capable teachers 
are reluctant to accept jobs in remote posts. 
Despite accusations to the contrary, the 
Chinese government has made increasing 
efforts to sponsor bilingual education, but 
it is a double-edged sword. In many Tibetan 
primary schools Tibetan is used as the me-
dium of education in the fi rst few years. But 
because Chinese literacy requires a huge 
investment in time, students need to switch 
to Chinese early to have a chance of com-
peting with other Chinese students in high-
er level entrance exams. Many Tibetans 
simply never catch up. 

The situation is slightly better in urban 
areas where there are more and better-
quality schools. In Lhasa many educated 
Tibetans choose to send their kids to Chi-
nese medium primary schools because stu-
dents at these schools take English as a 
second language. At the Tibetan medium 
schools, second language studies are devot-
ed to Chinese. Some have suggested bilin-
gual policy be extended to require that 
non-Tibetans in Tibet learn Tibetan be-
fore being recruited to state jobs. However 
outside of Tibet’s monasteries and an ur-
ban elite, levels of Tibetan literacy among 
Tibetans can be as low as or lower than 

levels of Chinese illiteracy.
Perhaps the biggest current 

challenge for education policy 
and investment in Tibet is the 

lack of access to vocational 
training—the kind of train-
ing that will allow Tibetans 
to compete with migrants 

from the east in construction, 
tailoring, food production 
and a host of other jobs in the 
dynamic service sector. The 
underinvestment in vocation-
al training is evident in Chi-
na’s offi cial statistics. While 
the Chinese government 
spends twice the national 
average per capita on educa-
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tion in the tar, and teacher-student ratios 
are comparable, there are half as many sec-
ondary schools per capita and only one 
quarter of the national average of vocation-
al training schools.

Overall there has been declining public 
investment in education as a percentage of 
gdp, which stands in stark contrast to the 
scale and speed of other state investments 
in the region. As migrants move in to take 
advantage of the state-led boom, illiterate 
and semiliterate Tibetans with few skills 
suited to off-farm labor become marginal-
ized in their own econo-
my. This is not just a 
Tibetan problem. Across 
China inequality is close-
ly linked to skills differ-
entials, as wage increase 
among highly skilled 
workers outstrips in-
creases among lower 
skilled workers. China’s 
Gini coefficient—a mea-
sure of income inequality 
where “zero” is perfect 
equality and “one” is per-
fect inequality—stands at 
0.47 making China the most unequal coun-
try in Asia after Nepal. 

While recent evidence suggests that in-
equality between regions might be nar-
rowing, within Tibetan areas inequality is 
clearly increasing, especially between ur-
ban and rural households. According to 
Chinese statistics, urban incomes in Tibet 
are five times higher than rural incomes 
Several researchers within China and 
abroad studying Tibet’s economic devel-
opment over the past few years have ob-
ser ved with alarm the increased 
polarization of Tibet’s economy. In 2003 I 
cofounded the Eastern Tibet Training In-
stitute, a vocational training center in an 
ethnically Tibetan region in northwest 
Yunnan province. The training center pro-
vides job skills training for impoverished 

youth from the countryside. By designing 
courses in consultation with local employ-
ers and industry bodies, the institute’s suc-
cess rate for graduates finding wage 
employment has been above 90% during 
four years of operations. It confirms anec-
dotal evidence from local employers that 
Tibetans and other minorities can get jobs 
if they have the right skills.

While the Eastern Tibet Training Insti-
tute is small, its founders hope it can serve 
as a model for the sorts of education poli-
cies needed to achieve inclusive economic 

development in Tibet 
and other parts of west 
China. The institute has 
received strong encour-
agement by local state-
linked bodies such as the 
Federation of Commerce 
and Industry. But until 
the Chinese government 
itself puts serious re-
sources behind vocation-
al training, the impact of 
the few available pro-
grams will be severely 
limited. Central govern-

ment policies already call for more voca-
tional training, but only limited resources 
are allocated to it, especially in rural areas, 
and local governments are not given incen-
tives to invest in it over the long term.

Even granting Tibetans the opportuni-
ties that exist elsewhere is probably not 
enough. Because Tibetans have already 
fallen so far behind, only affirmative ac-
tion can help them catch up. To reduce in-
equality, secure livelihoods and prevent 
future unrest, Tibet should have four 
times the number of vocational schools as 
the rest of China, not the present situation 
of only one quarter. This demands a rede-
sign of development strategies to focus 
more on people, rather than just infra-
structure. While roads, bridges, railways 
and buildings are certainly vital to Tibet’s 

tibet fares poorly
Average household income (selected provinces)

in Chinese yuan, per annum (2005)

note: asterisk denotes provinces outside the tar with 
substantial tibetan populations. yunnan has a small 
tibetan population located in the province’s 
northwest 

source: chinese statistical yearbook (2005)

China 11,320 3,255
Tibet (tar) 10,659 2,078
Beijing 19,533 7,346
Guangdong 16,250 4,690
Yunnan 9,995 2,042
Gansu* 8,902 1,980
Qinghai* 8,767 2,151
Sichuan* 9,004 2,803
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economic development, investment in cap-
ital construction is four times higher than 
for education, even though education ex-
penditures are higher than capital con-
struction across China as a whole. 

China’s policy makers have failed to ap-
preciate the importance of investing in 
people as part of the Western Develop-
ment Strategy. Their approach has been to 
expand markets and to let more “ad-
vanced” migrants lead the way. The policy 
assumption is that once Chinese migrants 
from central and eastern provinces will 
move into new markets, open small busi-
ness, work on building sites, drive taxis 
(most taxi drivers in Lhasa are non-Tibet-
an), Tibetans will watch and eventually 
copy them. That approach is not working.

China’s leaders need policies that fos-
ter inclusive development in Tibet, includ-
ing assistance to Tibetan enterprise and 
targeted vocational training for Tibetans. 
There is a potential role for international 
ngos here, but because of the internation-
alization and politicization of the Tibet is-
sue and the broad sympathy the free Tibet 
movement enjoys in the West, Chinese 
leaders are highly suspicious of foreign ac-
tivities in Tibet. In recent years, there have 
been increasing restrictions on interna-
tional ngo operations in Tibetan areas.

There is little sign that the recent pro-
tests will trigger a change in China’s Tibet 
policy. As I returned from Tibetan areas at 
the end of March, Chinese authorities 
were emphasizing control. Armed police 
reinforcements were sent to all ethnically 
Tibetan areas, including those free of pro-
test. At the same time, the official media 
went on a publicity offensive, believing 
they could convince the world Tibetan ri-
oters were nothing but violent criminals. 

This publicity blitz included more than 
the usual heated vitriol against the Dalai 
Lama, who Beijing accused of orchestrating 
the mayhem in order to split China. The ap-
proach worked well in China where the 

ethnic nationalist propaganda was unfor-
giving. But the approach backfired on the 
international stage. In late March, foreign 
journalists taken to Lhasa to inspect the 
carnage were mobbed by monks crying and 
begging for recognition of their grievances. 
Nevertheless the Chinese leadership seems 
intent on hiding its policy failures behind 
one-sided propaganda. The nationalist card 
is designed to foster internal unity and sta-
bility, but it also fosters ethnic hatred. If 
Chinese policy makers and media coverage 
continue to treat Tibetan protests as sedi-
tious acts by violent criminals, it will only 
serve to fuel the growing resentment of 
ethnic Tibetans toward Han Chinese and 
of Han Chinese toward ethnic Tibetans. 
China must also end its policy of demoniz-
ing the Dalai Lama. How will Tibetans ever 
feel at home in a country that brands their 
most revered religious figure an outlaw?

China’s leaders desperately need to 
take a fresh approach to Tibet, and ac-
knowledge that unequal development is an 
underlying cause of social and political 
tension. This could serve to depoliticize 
the Tibet problem, and refocus the debate 
on practical solutions.

Recently, a group of public intellectuals 
led by Beijing-based writer Wang Lixiong 
circulated a petition urging national au-
thorities to engage with the Dalai Lama and 
to take a more open approach to policy de-
liberations on Tibet. Referring to the recent 
protests, the petition states, “In order to 
prevent similar incidents from occurring in 
the future, the government must abide by 
the freedom of religious belief and the free-
dom of speech explicitly enshrined in the 
Chinese Constitution, thereby allowing the 
Tibetan people to fully express their griev-
ances and hopes and permitting citizens of 
all nationalities to freely criticize and make 
suggestions regarding the government’s 
nationality policies.” This is promising im-
petus for a fresh approach to Tibet policy, 
but it will be a long road ahead.


