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Summary 
 

“Offenders must be punished hard and swiftly, public security and cultural 
market administrations must investigate and prosecute them with 
awesome power.”  
— Dong Yunhu, former head of the Tibet Autonomous Region Propaganda Bureau, Tibet Autonomous 
Region meeting “to promote striking down and clearing up infiltration of reactionary Tibet 
Independence propaganda,” February 2, 2015 

 
In late August or early September 2019, Choegyal Wangpo, a 46-year-old monk from 
Tengdro monastery in Tingri county in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), mistakenly left 
his cellphone in a café while visiting Lhasa, the regional capital. The café owner gave the 
phone to police, who found messages between Choegyal Wangpo and other Tibetans 
originally from his area of Tingri now living in Nepal, where they had established a 
monastery. The messages showed that Choegyal Wangpo had sent a donation from 
Tengdro monastery to help those Tibetans and their community to recover from the April 
2015 earthquake that caused widespread devastation across Nepal. 
 
Lhasa police immediately detained Choegyal Wangpo, reportedly beat him severely, and 
interrogated him.  
 
This detention set in motion a chain of events: a contingent of police and other security 
forces traveled from Lhasa to Choegyal Wangpo’s home village of Dranak, and raided the 
village and adjoining monastery of Tengdro. During the night raid, police severely beat a 
number of Tengdro monks and villagers, and detained about 20 of them. Like Choegyal 
Wangpo, they are believed to have been held on suspicion of having exchanged messages 
with other Tibetans abroad, of having contributed to the earthquake relief sent to Tibetans 
at the sister monastery in Nepal, or of having possessed photographs or literature related 
to the Dalai Lama.  
 
Police then began interrogating all the Tengdro monks, and a team of cadres—government 
or Chinese Communist Party officials—began holding daily political education sessions 
with monks from the monastery and village residents. Three days after the police raid on 
the village and the monastery, Lobsang Zoepa, a monk at Tengdro monastery and a 
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resident of Dranak, committed suicide in apparent protest against the authorities’ 
treatment of his family and community. Shortly after Lobsang Zoepa’s suicide, internet 
connections to the village were cut off.  
 
Sources told Human Rights Watch that most of the 20 monks detained in or just after the 
raid, including monks Ngawang Samten, 50, Lobsang, 36, and Nyima Tenzin, 43, were held 
without trial for several months in the nearby Tingri county town. These detainees are 
believed to have been released after making pledges not to carry out any political acts, but 
were not allowed to rejoin the monastery.  
 
Three other Tengdro monastery monks were not released: Lobsang Jinpa, 43, deputy head 
of the monastery; Ngawang Yeshe, 36, who was detained during the September 4 night 
raid; and Norbu Dondrub, 64, chaplain or caretaker at the monastery and the third most 
senior of the monks, who was detained one month later. These monks were held for the 
following year in Nyari prison near Shigatse, the municipal seat that oversees Tingri, 
together with Choegyal Wangpo. 
 
In September 2020, the Shigatse Intermediate People’s Court tried the four monks in 
secret on unknown charges. They were found guilty and given extraordinarily harsh 
sentences: the court sentenced Choegyal Wangpo to 20 years in prison; Lobsang Jinpa 
received a 19-year sentence; and Norbu Dondrub, who had sustained critical injuries from 
beatings by police, was given a 17-year sentence. Ngawang Yeshe was sentenced to 5 
years in prison.  
 
This report provides the first detailed account of the raid on the Tengdro monastery and its 
consequences, including multiple detentions and a suicide, that has appeared in any 
media within or outside China. It also provides analysis of what the case shows about 
conditions in Tibet today and assesses possible reasons for the unprecedentedly harsh 
sentences given to three of the four monks for minor online activities and communications 
that are commonplace among Tibetans. Human Rights Watch has not been able to find 
another case in which Tibetans were convicted of major offenses and sentenced to such 
long terms without any information emerging to explain the severity of the punishment.  
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The defendants included older monks in a remote rural location who had no previous 
history of protest or activism and who were unlikely to have been involved in prohibited 
political activity without any sign of it being known to their community. In previous cases 
of Tibetans convicted for political activities, those activities were either known to the 
community or police, and local officials informally disclosed some information on the 
accusations to retain credibility within the local community and to avoid the perception of 
random persecution. In this case, no reports have come to light indicating any political or 
dissident activity by the monks apart from routine misdemeanors, such as possessing 
pictures of the Dalai Lama on their phones and exchanging messages with Tibetans 
overseas, with no indication of any purpose considered subversive.  

  
Choegyal Wangpo, 48, monk and leader of Tengdro 

monastery, sentenced to 20 years in prison. 
© 2017 Private 

Lobsang Jinpa, 45, monk and deputy-leader of 
Tengdro monastery, sentenced to 19 years in 

prison. © 2017 Private 

  
Norbu Dondrub, 66, chaplain at Tengdro monastery, 

sentenced to 17 years in prison. © 2017 Private 
Ngawang Yeshe, 36, monk at Tengdro monastery, 

sentenced to 5 years in prison. © 2017 Private 
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The information available about the Tengdro case strongly suggests that the defendants 
had not taken part in any significant criminal activity, even as defined within Chinese law. 
While Tibetans in Tibet often avoid making politically sensitive remarks, they routinely 
communicate with people in other countries by phone or text message, and no Chinese 
laws currently forbid this. Sending funds abroad, also present in this case, is likely to be 
monitored but is not illegal in China unless it includes a specific offense such as fraud, 
contact with an illegal organization, encouraging separatism, or espionage, none of which 
appear to have been involved in this case.  
 
Even if authorities had considered the monks guilty of such offenses, the harsh sentences 
would be unprecedented. Chinese courts usually impose extreme sentences only for 
recidivism, or for involvement in activities such as organizing protests, illegal 
organizations, espionage, acts of violence, or, increasingly, spreading unofficial news. Yet, 
there is no suggestion that any of the Tengdro monks had previous convictions or had 
taken part in such activities.  
 
This is not the first case in Tingri county involving extreme punishment of Tibetans for 
minor or invented offenses; sentences in an earlier case, detailed below, also have not 
previously been reported. It involved a minor incident in May 2008 in the monastery of 
Shelkar Choede, in the county town. In that incident twelve monks were arrested following 
a disagreement with local cadres who had demanded that the monks denounce the Dalai 
Lama during a political education session. According to information obtained from sources 
in the area, two monks, Tenzin Gepel and Khyenrab Nyima, received 17- and 15-year 
sentences, respectively, simply for arguing with the cadres during the education session. 
In this earlier case, the monks’ refusal to denounce the Dalai Lama was considered by the 
authorities, who were carrying out a crackdown following a wave of protest in the region 
two months earlier, to be “inciting separatism” and therefore viewed as criminal. 
Nevertheless, the sentencing of Tenzin Gepel and Khyenrab Nyima was extraordinarily 
harsh given the nature of their actions and shares several features with the Tengdro case. 
 
While Human Rights Watch cannot provide a definitive explanation for the sentences in the 
Tengdro case because of restrictions on information from Tibet, we believe that the 
exceptionally severe sentences reflect increasing pressures on Chinese bureaucrats to find 
and punish cases of political subversion, even if the alleged subversion is a figment of the 
officials’ minds.  
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These pressures include the authorities’ major new emphasis on preventive control, 
particularly in minority areas: officials have been ordered to apply the principle of 
preemptive security in all aspects of their work, meaning the identification of potential 
culprits before they carry out a criminal action. This principle has been demonstrated in its 
most extreme form by the practice of mass detentions of Turkic Muslims in the  
Xinjiang region.  
 
The Tengdro case appears to be an example of preventive control in the Tibetan context: 
the severity of the sentences coupled with the absence of information suggesting any 
serious criminal or political activity by the monks (present in nearly all other cases in 
which authorities imposed comparable sentences), is hard to explain otherwise.  
 
These pressures toward preemptive action may have been exacerbated in the Tengdro 
case because of the number of agencies within the Chinese bureaucracy involved. 
Particularly in locations such as Tibet and Xinjiang, security is not an issue limited to 
officials in public security or national security departments: all cadres at every level and in 
every agency have the responsibility to identify and counter threats to national security 
and social stability. In addition, the Tengdro case involved overlapping areas of policy and 
administration: officials from numerous departments would have been involved in the 
case, including, among others, the Public Security Bureau, the State Security Bureau, the 
United Front Work Department, the Religious Affairs Bureau, the TAR Internet Affairs Office, 
and the Internet Management Department within the Public Security Bureau.  
 
Those agencies include officials responsible for managing online communications, whose 
work in Tibet focuses on preventing unapproved information, such as speeches by the 
Dalai Lama, being brought or sent into Tibet by Tibetans from abroad. Additionally, as 
incomes have risen rapidly in Tibet, security and financial officials there are now required 
to monitor funding transfers between Tibetans, with recent regulations banning Tibetans 
from sending donations to projects associated with the Dalai Lama or his Tibetan 
government-in-exile. Those officials have become increasingly likely to interpret innocent 
exchanges of funds or messages between Tibetans inside and outside China as support for 
exile activists, and thus as political conspiracies against China. 
 
The accusations against the Tengdro monks also put pressure on officials responsible for 
the management of monasteries, viewed by Chinese leaders as the key sites of potential 
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unrest in Tibet. Although the number of protests in Tibet by monks or others has dropped 
sharply in the last decade, officials at all levels are required increasingly to demonstrate 
their commitment to imposing rigorous control over monasteries in their areas. Officials 
responsible for religious management in Tingri will have been eager to compensate for 
suspicions that they had failed to monitor the Tengdro monks.  
 
Officials responsible for security in Tingri faced additional demands because the area is 
close to China’s border with Nepal, and a significant number of Tibetans fled from there in 
the 1950s and again from the 1980s till 2008, when border controls were stepped up. In 
2017, China’s leader Xi Jinping called for a drive to accelerate security operations and 
development in Tibet’s border areas. Since then, officials in areas such as Tingri now have 
to show maximal achievements in mobilizing security operations in their areas, specifically 
to detect supposed infiltration by followers of the Dalai Lama. These officials also had 
reasons to protect themselves by responding harshly to the Tengdro case. 
 
This situation was compounded by the fact that it was police in Lhasa who by chance 
discovered messages with exiles on Choegyal Wangpo’s phone. Instead of transferring the 
case to local authorities, the Lhasa police treated the case as a provincial-level incident 
and themselves carried out the raid on the monastery and village. Local officials would 
have put their careers at risk if they had contested higher-level rulings from Lhasa about 
the case, and would have themselves risked punishment if they had failed to demonstrate 
exceptional diligence to compensate for their not having already identified the case. 
 
These factors in the Tengdro case appear to have combined to form a “perfect storm” in 
which officials from multiple governmental and Communist Party agencies sought to 
protect themselves from punishment or to increase their chances of promotion. This 
appears to have resulted in exaggerated accusations against the monks and extreme 
sentences, with little regard to the evidence in the case, illustrating the way in which 
steadily accumulating pressures and incentives within the Chinese bureaucracy lead to 
serious abuses of human rights and miscarriages of justice. 
 
Human Rights Watch urges that the verdicts against the four monks from Tengdro and the 
two from Shelkar Choede be quashed immediately, and that the reported beatings and 
suicide be investigated by independent authorities.  
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Recommendations 
 

To the Chinese Government 
• Quash the sentences imposed on the four monks from Tengdro monastery and the 

two monks from Shelkar Choede, and unconditionally release them from detention;  
• Investigate publicly and appropriately prosecute all officials responsible for the 

beatings of monks and others in connection with the detention of Choegyal 
Wangpo in Lhasa and the raid on Dranak village in Tingri; 

• Impartially investigate publicly the circumstances that led to the suicide of 
Lobsang Zoepa, and appropriate prosecute any officials responsible for 
harassment or other offenses against him or his family members; 

• End required attendance at, and participation in, political education meetings; 
• End the practice of holding trials in secret and not publishing trial proceedings 

involving Tibetans in the TAR accused of jeopardizing state security; 
• Permit the clergy in Tibet to appoint their own leadership and engage in religious 

activities consistent with the right to freedom of religion and belief; 
• End restrictions on Tibetans and others to communicate freely with others, 

including those abroad, consistent with the right to freedom of expression; 
• End prosecutions of people for exercising their rights and fundamental freedoms 

protected under international human rights law; and  
• Create an independent, credible, and impartial judiciary. 
 

To the United Nations 
• The UN Human Rights Council should urge the Chinese government to release the 

Tengdro monks; 
• The Human Rights Council should also establish, as suggested by the 50 Special 

Procedures mandate holders in June 2020, “an impartial and independent United 
Nations mechanism…to closely monitor, analyse and report annually on the human 
rights situation in China, particularly, in view of the urgency of the situations in the 
Hong Kong SAR, the Xinjiang Autonomous Region and the Tibet Autonomous 
Region;” 
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• The UN high commissioner for human rights should call on the Chinese government 
to end prosecutions and sentencing of Tibetans in violation of their fundamental 
rights; and 

• UN special procedures and treaty bodies should continue to document and 
publicly report on human rights violations in Tibetan areas by the Chinese 
authorities. 
 

To Concerned Governments in Coordinated Bilateral or Multilateral Action 
• Call for the immediate and unconditional release of the Tengdro monks; 
• Consider imposing targeted individual sanctions on officials responsible for human 

rights violations in the TAR; and 
• Support the call for a standing China mandate at the United Nations. 

 

To the Nepalese Government 
• Allow Tibetans to safely cross the border and ensure that they have access to the 

asylum process. 
 

To WeChat 
• Uphold responsibility to respect the human rights of people who use the platform, 

including their right to freedom of expression and privacy, consistent with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. This includes 
not restricting access to content and not monitoring or otherwise sharing data over 
to authorities, consistent with international standards; and  

• Do not allow the TAR Public Security Bureau’s Internet Management Department to 
manage WeChat communications.  
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Methodology 
 
The Chinese government is hostile to research by international human rights 
organizations, closely monitors and strictly limits the activities of domestic civil society 
groups, and censors the internet, media, and communications between individuals, 
especially those involving foreigners. Over the past several years, the government has 
significantly increased surveillance and suppression of discussions and activism about 
many aspects of society. The courts have handed down lengthy prison sentences to 
Tibetans and others accused of sending unofficial information within their community, as 
well as abroad.  
 
As a result, to protect potential sources, the research drew heavily on interviews with 
individuals outside China who have detailed knowledge of the events described in the 
report. The individuals asked to remain anonymous to protect themselves and others from 
Chinese government reprisal. Human Rights Watch interviewed these sources 
independently and repeatedly, and cross-checked their information against each other and 
against previous records of interviews conducted with third parties. These accounts and 
information provided by different people separately matched in nearly all particulars. 
Human Rights Watch was also provided with a video directly substantiating a key part of 
the report, but is unable to make it public without putting certain individuals at risk.  
 
Supporting documentation discussing related cases, policies, and inspection visits by 
cadres comes from Chinese state media. Included in these articles and government 
documents were statements that confirm, indirectly, that a serious security incident took 
place at Tengdro monastery at or around the time reported by our sources. These 
documents also provided much of the basis for our analysis of the probable reasons for 
the extreme sentences imposed on the monks. Although we have based our analysis on 
our study of this documentation and the information from our sources, the lack of direct 
accounts of events and of access to the region means that it necessarily remains 
speculative.  
 
In references to earlier cases of detention or sentencing for political offenses, the report 
draws, in some cases, on reports by exile and foreign media, and occasionally on reports 
by other nongovernmental organizations. 
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Human Rights Watch also searched a national database of court verdicts seeking 
information on the cases addressed here, but to no avail. This is not surprising: to our 
knowledge, no cases from the TAR involving alleged endangerment of state security have 
been included in court records and court videos that are now publicly available in China.1 
In the past decade, no court cases of this type involving Tibetans in the TAR have been 
reported in the official Chinese media.  

 
  

 
1 See, Supreme People's Court of the People's Republic of China (中华人民共和国最高人民法院) “China Judgements Online 
(中国裁判文书网),” [n.d.] https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/ (accessed June 17, 2021). For cases from the Shigatse court, see:  
https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/website/wenshu/181217BMTKHNT2W0/index.html?pageId=f5eec27acc09396a2b36b803f717d
74a&s39=Q40&fymc=西藏自治区日喀则市中级人民法院. For records in Tibetan see:  
https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/website/wenshu/1811087T48BTG4SW/index.html?lang=tibetan. Please note that site access 
requires log-in with a PRC phone number. 



 

 11 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JULY 2021 

 

Background 
 

Tengdro Monastery and the Surrounding Community 
The monastery of Tengdro (Ch.: Dangzhuosi, 当卓寺) is situated in the Gyalnor valley, just 
to the north of the sacred mountain of Tsibri (“Ribbed Mountain”), in what is now known as 
Tingri county. The monastery overlooks Dranak village (Ch.: Chanacun, 查那村) and is 12 
kilometers north of Shelkar town, now known as New Tingri, the location of the 
administrative seat of Tingri county.  
 
Tashi Tengdro monastery was founded in 1235 by a legendary Buddhist teacher, 
Götsangpa Gonpo Dorje (1189-1258). The monks at Tengdro belong to the Drukpa Kagyu 
school of Tibetan Buddhism and, as used to be common in that school, wear monastic 
robes but are married, non-celibate householders. They carry out extensive religious 
rituals and studies in the monastery, but live in their own homes in the nearby village. 
Monks of this type are known in Tibetan as “serkhyimpa” (literally “yellow[-robed] 
householders”) or “ngakpa.”  
 

 
TomTom satellite image of Dranak village, Tingri County, Tibet Autonomous Region. ©2020 Bing Maps 
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The main lama or teacher associated with the monastery, the 5th Sengdrak Rinpoche (1947-
2005), a distinguished teacher in the Drukpa Kagyu tradition, fled from Tibet to Nepal in 
1960, shortly after China’s annexation of Tibet. He established an exile monastery in Nepal 
in 1976, and in 1988 established a retreat community at Liping, next to the border crossing 
between Nepal and China at Kodari.  
 
In 1960, as occurred with almost all monasteries in Tibet, Tengdro monastery was 
destroyed in the wave of violence that followed Mao’s call for “democratic reforms.” It 
remained abandoned for the following 20 years, during most of which time religious 
practice was banned throughout Tibet. 
 
After the “reform and opening up” era—launched nationwide in 1979—began in Tibet in the 
1980s, local residents began basic restoration of the monastery, and in 1993, Sengdrak 
Rinpoche was allowed to make a brief visit to the monasteries in his home area.2 However, 
this was the only time he was allowed to visit: in the later 1990s and 2000s, policies 
became more restrictive in Tibet generally. Tensions increased in the Tingri area, partly 
because of the steady intensification of border security. Tingri is on the principal route 
taken by Tibetans escaping to India via Nepal.3  
 
By 2017, the community in Dranak was able to collect sufficient donations to carry out 
extensive rebuilding of the assembly hall and other buildings at Tengdro. Although new 
monasteries are rarely if ever allowed in Tibet—the state declared in 1991 that the existing 
“venues for religious activities … have basically satisfied the necessities of the normal 
religious activities of the masses who believe in religion”—monasteries destroyed in the 
Maoist era may be reconstructed if official approval has been obtained. 4 The Tengdro 

 
2 Katia Buffetrille, “The Rtsib Ri Pilgrimage: Merit as Collective Duty?” in Franz-Karl Ehrhard & Petra Maurer (Hrsg.) 
Nepalica-Tibetica: Festgabe For Christoph Cüppers, Vol. 1, International Institute for Tibetan and Buddhist Studies GmbH, 
2013, p. 54. 
3 “China: Permit investigation into shooting of Tibetan refugees,” October 26, 2006, Human Rights Watch news release, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2006/10/26/china-permit-independent-investigation-shooting-tibetan-refugees. On the 
securitization of this border since 2008, see Human Rights Watch, Under China’s Shadow: mistreatment of Tibetans in 
Nepal, April 1, 2014, https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/04/01/under-chinas-shadow/mistreatment-tibetans-nepal, chapter 
6. 
4 Tibet Autonomous Region Temporary Measures on the Management of Religious Affairs, promulgated by the Tibet 
Autonomous Region People's Government on December 20, 1991, article 4. Available in translation by the Congressional-
Executive Commission on China: “Tibet Autonomous Region Temporary Measures on the Management of Religious Affairs 
(CECC Full Translations),” January 8, 2007, https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/tibet-autonomous-region-
temporary-measures-on-the-management-of-religious (accessed June 17, 2021). 
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monks had been able to get such approval, a sure sign that they had a record of good 
conduct in recent decades and had good relations with local officials.  
 
After the restoration of the monastery, there were nearly 30 monks, all householders, at 
Tengdro. As part of the approval process, the monks and villagers established an officially 
required and approved “temple management committee” for the monastery. Choegyal 
Wangpo was appointed by the local Religious Affairs Bureau as the official zhuren or 
leader of that committee, and Lobsang Jinpa was appointed as its deputy leader.  
 
In the same year, the Tengdro community constructed an open-air statue of the 8th century 
Buddhist saint Guru Rinpoche, known as Padmasambhava in Sanskrit, and his two 
consorts. The statue overlooks the valley from a prominent position on the mountainside 
near the monastery. The erection of religious statues is illegal without prior government 
permission and a partially constructed giant statue of Guru Rinpoche in the same form—
known as “overwhelming the conditioned world with splendor”—was demolished by 
officials at the Samye monastery, Lhokha municipality, TAR, in May 2007.5 A similar statue 
in Darchen, Ngari prefecture, TAR, was removed by officials in September that year.6 

However, local government officials carried out inspections of the statue at Tengdro prior 
to the 2019 raid and, according to sources interviewed by Human Rights Watch, had given 
approval for the construction of the statue. 
 
The village of Dranak, literally “black crag,” consists of 24 households. It is one of 29 
villages under the jurisdiction of Shelkar town (zhen), which had an overall population of 
11,500 in 2017. Located at 4,300 meters (14,100 feet) above sea level, Shelkar is prominent 
as a base for tourists and climbers travelling to or from Everest Base Camp, less than 60 
kilometers directly south, or about 150 kilometers by road. The town includes the 
prominent Gelugpa monastery of Shelkar Choede, founded in 1385, which had nearly 300 
monks before it too was destroyed in the wake of the 1960 “democratic reforms.” 
Reconstruction of the Shelkar Choede monastery was completed in 1993, and it now has 
approximately 40 monks. 

 
5 International Campaign for Tibet, “Demolition of giant Buddha statue at Tibetan monastery confirmed by China,” June 14, 
2007, https://savetibet.org/demolition-of-giant-buddha-statue-at-tibetan-monastery-confirmed-by-china/ (accessed June 
17, 2021). 
6 International Campaign for Tibet, “Rare protest as Tibetans attempt to save Buddhist statue from demolition,” November 1, 
2007 https://savetibet.org/rare-protest-as-tibetans-attempt-to-save-buddhist-statue-from-demolition/ (accessed June 17, 
2021). 
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Tengdro monastery in Tingri county, after the 2017 renovation (from La stod Ding ri rdzong khong su yod pa’i 
rgyal gyi shrI bkra shis steng ’gro dgon pa’i chos byung nyung bsdus). © 2017 Private 

 
 

 
Monks at Tengdro monastery, Tingri county, during the celebration of the annual gar cham or dance ritual, 
2017 (from La stod Ding ri rdzong khong su yod pa’i rgyal gyi shrI bkra shis steng ’gro dgon pa’i chos byung 
nyung bsdus). © 2017 Private 
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Inspecting the Village: Official Visits to Dranak   
Before 2011, villages and village-level monasteries in the TAR would rarely have been 
visited by state officials except on occasional inspection tours. That year, however, two 
major and unprecedented changes took place in China’s administration of communities at 
the grassroots level.  
 
The first change involved the management of villages: from March 1 that year, teams of 
cadres were sent to live in each village in the TAR. The first batch of 10,000 cadres was 
sent in teams of four or more to live in 1,000 villages to “deepen their bonds with the 
masses” and to educate them in the core message of “oppose separatism, safeguard 
stability and promote development.”7 One of the first of these village-resident cadre teams 
was sent to Gangkar town (known as Old Tingri), 60 kilometers west of Shelkar. In October 
2011, state media announced that teams were being sent to all 5,423 villages in the TAR. 
The program, initially launched for three years, continues to the present.8  
 
It is not clear when a resident cadre team was first stationed in Dranak. As in most Chinese 
villages, Dranak had, or soon came to have, two committees composed of local residents—
the “village committee” and the “village Party committee.” An official social media post in 
October 2018 describes members of the two committees at Dranak attending two film 
screenings showing authorities’ success in carrying out “poverty alleviation” throughout 
the country. The screenings were followed by discussions organized and led by the 
“Xiege’er [Shelkar] Township Village-resident Work Team in Chana Village” (zhucun 
gongzuozu), which was promoting the films as part of its propaganda tasks. 9 This confirms 
that a cadre team had been installed in Dranak village by that time, if not much earlier. 
Village-based cadre teams would have been intensively monitoring all villagers and even 
spending time living with them from at least a year before the police raid on Tengdro 
monastery.  
 

 
7 “Tibet Region gives training for members of village-resident work teams for the year of strengthening grassroots 

construction activities (རང་�ོངས་�ིས་གཞི་རིམ་འ�གས་�ོང་ལ་�གས་�ོན་�ག་པའི་ལོའི་�ེད་�ོའི་�ོང་ཚ�ར་བཅའ་�ོད་ལས་དོན་ཚ�གས་�ང་གི་ཁོང་མི་གསོ་�ོང་�ས་པ),Tibet Daily, February 23, 
2011, pp. 1, 4.  
8 “China: no end to Tibet surveillance program,” Human Rights Watch news release, January 18, 2016, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/01/18/china-no-end-tibet-surveillance-program 
9 Tingri County Publication (定日县发布), “Thoughts on the Film ‘No. 18 Village’ (影片“十八洞村”观后感),” October 7, 
2018, post to untitled blog, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/p39yDDqwYJjIkiNAu5u0xQ (accessed June 17, 2021).  
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The second major change in administration in Tibet involved monasteries. In October 2011, 
monastery-resident cadre teams known in Chinese as zhusi gongzuozu were installed 
permanently at each monastery at township-level or above in the TAR.10 Tengdro was 
probably classified as a village-level monastery and so may not have needed to host a 
permanent resident cadre team, but it seems at least to have had to prepare 
accommodation for cadres from outside the village: in 2012, the Tingri county government 
published a call for construction companies to submit bids for building a house to be used 
by the “temple management committee” at Tengdro monastery, which is unlikely to have 
been needed if the committee members were all from the monastery or the village.11 Some 
of the cadres who used this house might have been occasional visitors rather than 
permanent residents, but they appear to have been residing at the monastery by at least 
August 2018, when an official report refers to meetings with the temple management 
committee at Tengdro and with “cadres stationed in the temple.”12  
 
The same report also notes that by that date, police had been stationed at the monastery. 
The presence of police at village-level, let alone within a village-level monastery, is a new 
development in Tibet, where, until recently, police have been stationed only at township 
level or above.13  
 
In addition, from 2011 onwards, senior officials conducted several inspections of the 
village and monastery. These inspections are important because they appear to confirm 
claims by sources connected to the village that the reconstruction of the monastery in 
2017, the erection of the outdoor statue, and the religious activities at the monastery were 
well known to local officials and had been approved by them.  
  

 
10 “Tibet’s officials stress management of monasteries,” China Daily, January 9, 2012, 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-01/09/content_14403935.htm (accessed June 17, 2021).  

11 Baidu, “Tengdro Monastery (当卓寺),” [n.d.], https://baike.baidu.com/item/当卓寺 (accessed June 17, 2021).  
12 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安), Comrade Hu Jicheng, Member of the Standing Committee of the county Party 
committee, Secretary of the political and legal committee, Secretary of the Party committee and Director of the [Tingri] Public 
Security Bureau, went deep into the monasteries under his jurisdiction to carry out investigation and research work (县委常

委、政法委书记、公安局党委书记、局长胡继成同志深入辖区寺庙开展调研工作),” post to untitled blog, August 8, 2018, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/PYmXgd53JBWvlmVTk8z_jA (accessed June 17, 2021).  
13 “China delves into past to police Tibet’s future,” Human Rights Watch news release, September 7, 2020, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/07/china-delves-past-police-tibets-future.  

https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E5%BD%93%E5%8D%93%E5%AF%BA
https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E5%BD%93%E5%8D%93%E5%AF%BA
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All of the known inspections were led by ethnic Chinese cadres, at least one of whom was 
high-level: Liu Hanlin, a senior regional-level government official who visited the village in 
early September 2013. He was the political commissar of the fire-fighting wing of the TAR 
Public Security Bureau, and his task was to carry out a “research and investigation visit” to 
Dranak. Ostensibly, his purpose was to carry out a policy known as “pairing” (also referred 
to as “pair-housing” or “pairing and assistance”), which requires government and Party 
officials at all levels to visit and present gifts to at least one family officially listed as 
impoverished. Liu was also tasked with “studying the villager’s production and living 
conditions on the spot” and was expected to help them with any practical problems. The 
official account describes Liu visiting individual houses and giving his own money to help 
impoverished residents, together with his phone number in case they needed to contact 
him. But he would certainly have been inspecting the legal and political situation as well.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
County Fire Service deputy head Tong Yun carries out “pairing” at Tengdro monestary in Tingri county, Tibet 
Autonomous Region, January 2017. Source: Tingri County News 
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There must have been other officials living in or visiting the monastery in 2014, because 
that December, the main newspaper in Tibet, Tibet Daily (Xizang ribao), announced that 
one of the Tengdro monks—Ngawang Yeshe— had been given a regional-level award by the 
TAR authorities as one of the region’s “Law-abiding Advanced Monks and Nuns.”14 This is 
almost certainly the same Ngawang Yeshe who would be sentenced to five years in prison 
in 2020. 
 
In January 2017, the deputy head of the county fire service, Tong Yun, visited the monastery 
to convey greetings for the New Year and to carry out the “pairing” work that had led 
Tengdro to be allocated to the fire service as one of its “pairs” in the Tibetan countryside. 
To show his generosity in “pairing” with the monastery, Tong gave gifts of cooking oil, tea, 
and sacks of rice to the monks, and gave instructions on fire safety.15 As with the other 
visits, there is no suggestion in media coverage that Chinese officials found or had 
expected to find any problem in the village or had any criticism of the Tengdro monks.  
 
In August 2018, another official, Hu Jicheng, secretary of the Tingri County Political-Legal 
Committee and head of the county’s Public Security Bureau, carried out an inspection tour 
of local monasteries.16 According to an official media report, Hu “went deep into the 
temples” in the county that month to “firmly ensure the continued stability of the religious 
field in Tingri county.” His aim, according to an official media report, was to ensure that the 
management teams in each monastery were “educating and guiding” monks so that the 
majority would have a “correct world outlook” and would “congratulate the Party, listen to 
the Party, and follow the Party.”17  
  

 
14 2014 年度全区和谐模范寺庙暨爱国守法先进僧尼名单 (List of Harmonious Model Temples and Patriotic and Law-abiding 

Advanced Monks and Nuns in the Region, 2014), Tibet Daily (Chinese edition), December 23, 2014, p. 12. 
15 Tingri County Publication (定日县发布), “County News (县内动态),” post to untitled blog, January 18, 2017, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/9iSSD-1FQl-mK-FfKQRHLg (accessed June 17, 2021).  
16 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安), “Comrade Hu Jicheng, Member of the Standing Committee of the county Party 
committee, Secretary of the political and legal committee, Secretary of the Party committee and Director of the [Tingri] Public 
Security Bureau, went deep into the monasteries under his jurisdiction to carry out specialized investigation and research 
work” (定日县委常委、政法委书记、公安局长胡继成同志深入辖区寺庙开展专项调研工作),” post to untitled blog, August 
11, 2018, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/yxELlFD30BddIABIDoa6OA (accessed June 17, 2021).  
17 Ibid.  
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As part of his tour, Hu visited Tengdro and Shelkar Choede monasteries. He arrived on 
August 5 and focused on “the recent temple management committees and the police 
stationed in the temples.”18 He listened to reports from the local officials and then gave 
lengthy instructions to the committees, the resident cadres, and the monastery police at 
both monasteries: they were to “understand the situation from a high level of ideology,” 
“unify their thoughts and actions with those of the regional, municipality, and county 
[committees],” “implement the various temple management and control measures,” and 
“increase the intensity of the education and management of monks and nuns.” Reflecting 
ever increasing pressures from Lhasa to intensify controls on monks and monasteries 
throughout Tibet, Hu ordered the temple management cadres and police to hold an 
education session with the monks each week. The sessions were needed, Hu said, in order 
to make the monks “deeply understand the spirit of General Secretary Xi Jinping’s 
important speech to adapt religion to socialist society” and to ensure “that the majority of 
monks and nuns can fully understand ‘unity and stability are a blessing, secession and 
turmoil are a curse.’”19  

 
18 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安), “Comrade Hu Jicheng, Member of the Standing Committee of the county Party 
committee, Secretary of the political and legal committee, Secretary of the Party committee and Director of the [Tingri] Public 
Security Bureau, went deep into the monasteries under his jurisdiction to carry out investigation and research work  (县委常

委、政法委书记、公安局党委书记、局长胡继成同志深入辖区寺庙开展调研工作),” post to untitled blog, August 8, 2018, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/PYmXgd53JBWvlmVTk8z_jA (accessed June 17, 2021). 
19 Ibid. 

 
Tingri County Public Security chief Hu Jicheng meets Tengdro monks, in Tingri county, Tibet Autonomous 
Region, August 2018. Source: Tingri County Public Security Bureau official Weixin channel 
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Hu also ordered the officials to carry out rehearsal drills for dealing with “various major 
events and emergencies that may occur in the temples and religious fields to ensure that 
emergency events can be handled efficiently and securely in accordance with the law,” 
probably a reference to political protests or dissent.20 These were, however, standard 
procedures across Tibet at that time, and again, reflected the steadily increasing pressure 
on officials to enforce strict security and political compliance in Tibetan monasteries. 
There were no indications in these reports of any criticism of the monks. 
 
On at least one occasion, county police seem to have gone out of their way to be helpful to 
the Tengdro monks on at least one occasion: on August 4, 2019, they arranged for eight 
policemen to help direct the traffic and organize parking during celebration of the annual 
religious festival of Choekor Du-chen.21 The police reported that at least 80 vehicles and a 
large number of motorcycles brought worshippers from outside the village to the 
monastery for the festival that day. One photograph issued by the county police shows 130 
people gathered outside the monastery during the event, wearing greeting scarves and 
gathered around a prayer-flagpole—strong indicators of the monastery’s local importance 
as an active religious center.  
 
These reports, fragmentary though they are, indicate that the Tengdro monks were in good 
standing with state officials and the police up to at least the month before the night raid in 
September 2019. They also show that at least one Tengdro monk had been publicly 
praised throughout the TAR as a model and law-abiding monk. There is no hint in these 
reports that, exactly one month after the traffic police helped with the running of the 
festival, police from the Tibetan capital would raid the village and the monastery, that 
monks and villagers would be beaten and arrested, and that the three leading members of 
the monastery would receive sentences of unprecedented length. 
 
 
 

 
20 Ibid.  
21 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安), “Traffic Police Brigade of the Tingri County Public Security Bureau is doing its 
best to ensure road traffic safety during Buddhist activities at Tengdro monastery (定日县公安局交警大队全力做好当卓寺佛

事活动期间道路交通安保工作),” post to untitled blog, August 5, 2019, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/i_uGSMBWTycWF2vlsZElaA (accessed June 17, 2021). Choekor Du-chen, the fourth day of the 
sixth lunar month, marks the anniversary of the Buddha’s first teaching. 
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Members of the local community gathered outside Tengdro monastery during the festival of Choekor Du-chen, 
in Shelkar town, Tingri county, Tibet Autonomous Region, August 4, 2019. Source: Tingri County Public 
Security Bureau official Weixin channel 
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I. The Raid and its Aftermath 
 
In late August or early September 2019, shortly after the conclusion of the Choekor Du-
chen festival at Tengdro monastery, Choegyal Wangpo drove to Lhasa, the capital of the 
TAR. He had been appointed some years earlier as the zhuren, or leader, of the monastery 
by the county Religious Affairs Bureau. Like the rest of the 30 or more monks at the 
monastery, he was a serkhyimpa, or householder-monk, and he lived with his wife and 
children in the village. His reason for making the 500-kilometer journey to Lhasa was in 
part to give driving practice to his two sons, who were both learning to drive. 
 
During their stay in Lhasa, Choegyal Wangpo left his cell phone by mistake in a restaurant 
or café, and the owner of the café handed the phone to the police. The police were able to 
obtain access to the phone, on which they found details of Choegyal Wangpo’s contacts 
abroad, photographs of the Dalai Lama, and messages exchanged with Tibetans from 
Tingri who are now living in Nepal and India.  
 
Among the messages were notifications that Choegyal Wangpo had sent funds to some of 
these Tibetans abroad, including various types of religious offerings. The offerings 
included significant donations to the monastery founded by Sengdrak Rinpoche in Nepal. 
These donations had been sent to help the monastery and community recover from the 
severe damage caused by the 7.8-magnitude earthquake that hit areas of northern Nepal 
on April 25, 2015.  
 
The Lhasa police immediately detained Choegyal Wangpo and subjected him to 
interrogation. According to sources with knowledge of the events, the police severely beat 
him during the interrogation process. The same sources reported that police appear to 
have been particularly concerned about the donations he had sent to Tengdro’s sister 
monastery in Nepal.  
 
Police from Lhasa then travelled to Dranak village. At about 1 a.m. on the night of 
September 4, the police, accompanied by personnel later described by local residents as 
soldiers, launched a raid on the village and the monastery. The raid focused on the 20 
houses in the village belonging to families whose members included a monk enrolled at 
Tengdro monastery. Police and soldiers wearing masks searched each of the 20 houses, 
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confiscating photographs of the Dalai Lama, religious texts or literature related to the Dalai 
Lama, and religious texts purchased from Nepal or India. During the raid, the security 
forces beat up many of the monks, including one called Lobsang Zoepa, who was in his 
60s. The four households in the village that did not include monks from the monastery 
were not raided.  
 
The security forces searched the monastery, including its assembly hall, kitchen, and other 
rooms. There they also confiscated photographs or texts related to the Dalai Lama and 
seized religious texts produced in Nepal or India. During the search, the authorities 
severely beat Norbu Dondrup, a 64-year-old monk who served as the kunyer or chaplain in 
charge of the upkeep of the monastery temple.  
 
The following day, police began interrogations of all the Tengdro monks and confiscated 
and searched their phones. Those whom they considered to be most at fault—apparently 
because they had exchanged messages on their phones with Tibetans abroad or had 
photographs or texts relating to the Dalai Lama—were given further beatings. Lobsang 
Zoepa was beaten again. 
 
That day, following the interrogations, police detained two of the monks as principal 
suspects—Lobsang Jinpa, 43, deputy leader of the monastery committee, and Ngawang 
Yeshe, 36. The two monks were taken to Nyari prison, a municipal-level detention center in 
Shigatse, about 230 kilometers by road from Dranak, where Choegyal Wangpo was also 
held. A month later, the third most senior monk at the monastery, the chaplain Norbu 
Dondrup, was also detained and taken to Nyari prison. The four monks would remain there 
for the following year. 
 
In Dranak, also on September 5, police detained approximately 20 other monks and at 
least one nun from the village. These detainees were taken to the detention center in 
Shelkar, the county seat. Among them were the monks Ngawang Samten, 50; Lobsang, 36; 
and Nyima Tenzin, 43. They were held there for several months and then released without 
charge, but were forbidden to rejoin any monastery. Also detained on September 5 and 
taken to the detention center in Shelkar were Tenzin Yeshe, a Tengdro monk, 20, and a 
nun, Tsewang Lhamo, approximately 25. These two detainees were released on 
compassionate grounds later that same week. The names of other monastery members 
who were detained and have since been released are not known.  
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A year later, around September 2020, after a year in custody, the four monks who were 
held at Nyari prison were tried at the Shigatse City Intermediate People’s Court. The court 
sentenced Choegyal Wangpo to 20 years in prison, Lobsang Jinpa to 19 years, Norbu 
Dondrub to 17 years, and Ngawang Yeshe to 5 years in prison.  
 
The trial was held in secret and no record of it exists in China’s public database of trials 
and judgments,22 or on the official website containing videos of trials from that court.23 
Neither was the case referred to by any media in China. Human Rights Watch has found no 
evidence that sentencing documents were issued to the defendants’ families, or that the 
defendants were allowed independent legal advice or representation in the court. As a 
result, the charges against the four monks and the evidence against them are not known. 
They are believed to have been accused of having exchanged messages with fellow-
Tibetans abroad or of having possessed photographs or literature related to the Dalai 
Lama, and in particular of having sent donations to members of the community’s sister 
monastery in Nepal.  
 
Shortly after conviction, the authorities transferred the four men from Nyari prison to a 
regional-level prison near Lhasa, where they are serving their sentences.  

 

The Suicide of Lobsang Zoepa  
Immediately after the raid, a team of cadres began holding daily political education 
sessions with monks from the monastery and the village residents. The education sessions 
focused initially on “Loving the Nation, Loving Religion” and on “opposing separatism.” 
During the sessions, the cadres made statements denouncing the Dalai Lama.  
  
Three days later, at 8 a.m. on September 7, 2019, just an hour before the daily political 
education meeting was due to start, the Tengdro monk Lobsang Zoepa took his own life. It 
is not known how he died or whether he left a note, but his death appears to have been a 
protest against the treatment by police and cadres of his fellow monks, family members, 
and other villagers. Close contacts say that Lobsang Zoepa, besides being beaten during 
both the raid and then during interrogation, had been forced along with other villagers and  

 
22 See, Supreme People's Court of the People's Republic of China (中华人民共和国最高人民法院) “China Judgements 
Online (中国裁判文书网),” [n.d.] https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/ (accessed June 17, 2021).  
23 China Court Trial Online (中国庭审公开网), “Search Results: (搜索结果: Rikaze 日喀则),” [n.d.], 
http://tingshen.court.gov.cn/search/common?keywords=%E6%97%A5%E5%96%80%E5%88%99 (accessed June 17, 2021). 

http://tingshen.court.gov.cn/search/common?keywords=%E6%97%A5%E5%96%80%E5%88%99
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monks to attend the daily political education 
sessions meetings following the raid. These 
contacts also reported that cadres had shouted at 
and abused Lobsang Zoepa during those meetings.  
 
Lobsang Zoepa’s adult son and one of his 
daughters had both been beaten during the raid 
and then detained. The son, Tenzin Yeshe, 20, a 
householder-monk at Tengdro, had been detained 
because the police found unapproved images and 
texts on his phone, which he had shared with 
others. The daughter, Tsewang Lhamo, about 25, 
had been a nun at Shabten Lhakhang, a shedra or 
monastic academy in the neighboring county of 
Sakya, about 50 kilometers northeast of Dranak. 
She had been among some 70 nuns whom local 
officials expelled between 2016 and 2019 from 
nunneries in Sakya either because they failed to 
meet political education requirements or, as in her 

case, because of regulations banning Tibetan monks and nuns from enrolling in a 
monastery outside their home area. Once expelled, monks and nuns are not usually 
allowed to join any other monastic institution. Tsewang Lhamo is believed to have been 
detained on September 5, because her phone was found to contain messages with 
Tibetans abroad or photographs of the Dalai Lama. 
 
Lobsang Zoepa had been a monk at Tengdro monastery for some 30 years. He had 
attended a government school in the nearby town of Shelkar for at least four years in the 
late 1970s before leaving to work on the family’s fields once the commune system had 
ended. The temple at Tengdro had been gradually rebuilt in the 1980s following its 
destruction during the 1960s, and he had been active from the outset in the reconstruction 
efforts. Once he became a householder-monk himself, he studied the liturgy, became 
proficient in the monastic dance rituals, and carried out other aspects of monastic life. He 
was known for his conscientiousness in keeping the temple clean, getting up early to 
prepare tea for the monk’s ceremonies, and performing rituals to help local people 
whenever needed. A person close to Lobsang Zoepa told Human Rights Watch that he was 

 
Lobsang Zoepa, 52, monk at Tengdro monastery, 
who committed suicide in Dranak village, TAR, in 
September 2019. © Private 
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“very public-spirited and got along well with people in the community and the village” and 
“knew quite a lot about the oral history of our monastery and area and community.” 
Lobsang Zoepa is survived by his wife, Migmar, his son, Tenzin Yeshe, his daughter 
Tsewang Lhamo, and two other adult daughters. 
 

Political Re-education Imposed on Village and Monastery 
Following the death of Lobsang Zoepa, his two adult children were released from 
detention. But the only other response of the authorities to the suicide appears to have 
been to continue the daily political education sessions. Few details of the sessions are 
known except that, as noted above, they focused initially on “Loving the Nation, Loving 
Religion” and on “opposing separatism,” and included denunciations by cadres of the 
Dalai Lama.  
 
One month later, however, on October 2, 2019, the county police issued a report on the 
police social media channel that gives hints as to their content. The police report 
described a return visit to the monastery by the head of the county Political-Legal 
Committee and of its Public Security Bureau, Hu Jicheng.24 During the October visit, 
according to the report, Hu gave further instructions to the cadres and police stationed in 
the monasteries. Many of these were similar to those he had given during his previous 
inspection: the monastery cadres and resident police were to “strictly manage religious 
affairs in accordance with the law” and to “increase the education and guidance of monks 
and the masses.” The aim was to ensure that the monks and nuns will “unify their ideas” 
with the government and will “always listen to the Party and follow the Party.”  
 
These were standard instructions, but the report on Hu’s post-raid visit contains some 
features that were not present in the report on his visit the year before: it refers, without 
giving any details, to “recent stability maintenance work,” and notes that Hu told the 
monastery cadres to “firmly hold the ‘the ring in the bull’s nose,’ [which is] the field of 

 
24 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安), “Strengthen standardized management and promote monastery stability—
Comrade Hu Jicheng, Member of the Standing Committee of the Tingri County Party Committee, Secretary of the Political and 
Legal Committee, and Director of Public Security, went to Tengdro monastery in Shelkar Town to supervise and inspect 
monastery work  (加强规范管理 促进寺庙稳定—定日县委常委、政法委书记、公安局长胡继成 深入协格尔镇当卓寺督导 检
查寺庙工作),” post to untitled blog, October 12, 2019, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/tBOKnHkBtiZ7_5UYes1-ew (accessed 
June 17, 2021).  
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religion.” The latter rhetoric implies that as long as cadres control the religious field, they 
can maintain the overall stability of the community. 
 
The report also notes that Hu ordered cadres to get monks to “fight against all anti-
infiltration and anti-separatism violations and crimes,” a phrase that had not appeared in 
the previous report. More significantly, the report notes that, on his second visit, Hu was 
accompanied not just by an interpreter, but also by “a National Security team (guobao 
dadui) and by [members of] the Administrative Office of the [County Public Security] 
Bureau (bangongshi shenru xiaqu).” This is an unmistakable indicator that some kind of 
serious security incident had taken place. 
 
There are no specific references in the October 2019 report to any unrest or problem at the 
monastery, but details in the photographs show that the situation had deteriorated. The 
photographs of Hu’s meetings at the monastery the year before had shown Hu, in 
sunglasses and a leather jacket, smiling for the camera while sitting with groups of monks 
in maroon robes. One of those photographs had even shown a senior monk, seated next to 
Hu, looking at his phone as if unconcerned about either the visitor or the camera. 
 
The photographs from October 2019 are quite different: they do not show Hu seated with 
groups of monks, but show him with only two monks, one in each meeting. In each of the 
photographs, we see that Hu is attended by police, officials, and interpreters, and that 
most of them are standing rather than seated. One detail is even more striking: the monks 
in the photographs are no longer wearing monastic robes. One of those monks shown 
being interviewed by Hu is Norbu Dondrub, the chaplain or monk in charge of the upkeep 
of the monastery. He was detained shortly after Hu Jicheng’s visit and, as discussed, was 
later sentenced to 17 years in prison. 
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Tingri County Public Security chief Hu Jicheng interviews monk Norbu Dondrub (third from left) at 
Tengdro monastery in Shelkar town, Tingri County, Tibet Autonomous Region, October 2019. Norbu 
Dondrup was detained shortly after. Source: Tingri County Public Security Bureau official Weixin channel 

 
Ten months after the police raid and the death of Lobsang Zoepa, the county police issued 
a second report. By this time, Hu had been made deputy head of public security for 
Shigatse municipality—a promotion from county level to prefectural level, and possibly a 
sign that his handling of the Tengdro case had earned official approval.25 He was replaced 
as secretary of the county Political-Legal Committee and as head of Tingri Public Security 
by a deputy party secretary called Zhang Ling. The report reveals that Zhang, who is 
described as also director of the county’s State Security Bureau (guo'an ban zhuren), 
visited Tengdro monastery on July 2, 2020. The report says that Zhang’s aim was “to learn 
more about the basic situation of the temple, history and culture, and the monks’ family 
income,” as in a normal “pairing” visit. But no further mention is made in the report of any 

 
25 Hu had been promoted to this position by February 2020. See, Shigatse Public Security Party Building (日喀则公安党建), 
[Inspection Guidance], “Comrade Hu Jicheng, member of the Party Committee and Deputy Director of the Municipal Public 
Security Bureau, went to the city detention center to inspect and guide epidemic prevention work” (【检查指导】市公安局党

委委员、副局长胡继成同志深入市拘留所检查指导疫情防疫工作), official Weixin account, February 2, 2020, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/7757xUlcuNjHsabZ2TcXmQ  
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interest in the monastery’s history, the monks’ living conditions, or in alleviating poverty, 
and Zhang is not shown bringing rice, food, or other gifts to the monks.  
 
Instead, Zhang’s focus is described as having been on security issues and, in particular, 
on “carrying out supervision and inspection work in the field related to religion.”26 His 
instructions to the monks, as described by the media report, were broadly similar to those 
of his predecessor, Hu Jicheng. However, there is one important difference. In his 
instructions to the cadres and police stationed in the monastery, Zhang added one order 
not mentioned in the previous reports: the officials were to strictly implement “among 
monks and nuns in the monastery the management system of the need for leave to be 
requested and for return from leave to be reported (qingxiaojia).” This indicates that 
monks and nuns were no longer allowed to leave the locality without permission  
from officials.  
 
The report also shows other signs of tensions at the monastery. Zhang, it says, carried out 
“face-to-face, heart-to-heart conversation, and on-the-spot questioning” with the monks, 
and “gave teachings to all the monks about Chinese law.” Neither of these had been noted 
in earlier reports of inspection visits. And, unlike Hu’s visit, the photographs in the July 
2020 report do not show Zhang seated next to monks, whether as individuals or in a 
group, as if meeting with them on equal terms. Instead, he is shown, flanked by officials, 
giving a lecture to the monks, who are seated at school desks with their backs to the 
camera. Once again, all the monks shown in the photograph of Zhang’s visit are wearing 
lay clothes.  
 

 
26 Tingri Public Security Bureau (定日公安),”[Leadership News] Secretary Zhang Ling went deep into Tengdro monastery in 
Shelkar Town to carry out supervision and inspection work in the religious field (领导动态) 张令书记深⼊协格尔镇当卓寺开

展涉宗领域督导检查⼯作),” post to untitled blog, July 2, 2020, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/D15pj-NNzCIB6vTLswnEUQ 1/6 
(accessed June 17, 2021).  

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/D15pj-NNzCIB6vTLswnEUQ%201/6
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Tingri County Deputy Party Secretary and Public Security chief Zhang Ling (center) lectures monks at 
Tengdro monastery, in Shelkar town, Tingri County, Tibet Autonomous Region, July 2020. A member 
of the monastery-resident cadre team is seated to his left, and a policeman to his right. Source: 
Tingri County Public Security Bureau official Weixin channel 

 

 
Tingri County Deputy Party Secretary and Public Security chief Zhang Ling (center) during his 
inspection tour of Tengdro monastery in Shelkar town, Tingri county, Tibet Autonomous Region, July 
7, 2020. Source: Tingri County Public Security Bureau official Weixin channel 
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As usual, very little is revealed by the reports on official social media channels about 
Tengdro monastery after the 2019 raid, even though these channels are directed at local 
audiences and their reports do not appear in regional or national media. Nevertheless, 
details in the reports indicate a significant increase in visits by senior security officials, a 
hardening of officials’ attitudes to the monks, no signs of gifts of food or other products, a 
focus on religion as a security issue, restrictions on the movements of the remaining 
monks, and what appears to be a ban on monks wearing religious robes. Taken together, 
these details support the conclusion that a significant incident took place at the 
monastery before Hu Jicheng’s October 2019 visit. 
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II. The Politics of Sentencing: Online Offenses 
 

Criminal Charges Against the Tengdro Monks 
The Chinese government’s criminal case against the Tengdro monks is exceptional in two 
respects: the available information indicates that the monks were involved in only minor, if 
any, offenses under Chinese law, and the long sentences they received for such offenses 
were unprecedented in their severity. These sentences almost certainly violated Chinese 
law regarding the permitted degree of punishment for criminal offenses.  
 
The various descriptions received by Human Rights Watch suggest that the Tengdro monks 
were detained for one or more of three activities: for online communications with Tibetans 
abroad, for possession of photographs or literature relating to the Dalai Lama, and for 
sending funds abroad.  
 
As explained below, under Chinese law, online communications are illegal only if they 
threaten social stability or national security in some way, such as by spreading 
unauthorized information, defrauding citizens, exposing state secrets, or inciting 
separatism. No evidence has emerged that suggests that the messages exchanged by the 
Tengdro monks met such standards or infringed any Chinese laws. 
 
The monks were also found, in some cases, to have texts or images relating to the exile 
Tibetan leader, the Dalai Lama. In Chinese jurisprudence, however, mere possession of 
materials relating to the Dalai Lama is not in itself a serious offense and may not be 
technically illegal unless it involves a compounding offense such as distribution of illicit 
materials or incitement of separatism. In 2005, a Tibetan named Sonam Gyalpo in Lhasa 
was sentenced to 12 years in prison for possession of photos of the Dalai Lama and related 
literature,27 but he had been convicted on previous occasions for offenses of a similar 
nature and so would have been considered a recidivist.28  

 
27 “China: Allow UN rights experts into Tibet,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 8, 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/03/08/china-allow-un-rights-experts-tibet. 
28 The possession of items relating to the Dalai Lama is probably not strictly illegal but is used in many cases as a pretext for 
further investigations and charges, as well as for torture, ill-treatment, and, in at least one case, extrajudicial execution: in 
March 2014, Tashi Paljor, 34, a learned monk from Chamdo, died as a result of being severely beaten in custody after being 
detained the previous day on suspicion of possessing writings and video recordings relating to the Dalai Lama. “Tibetan 
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A more typical case involved 13 or more Tibetan villagers in the neighboring county of 
Nyalam in 2017. The villagers were Communist Party members and so were not allowed to 
be religious believers. However, they had hidden “prohibited items involving political 
problems”—probably photographs of the Dalai Lama—in a cave where they would go 
secretly to pray, according to an official media report.29 However, after the police raided 
the cave, none of the participants were charged with a crime. Instead, three were expelled 
from the Party while the others were given warnings. This reinforces the view that 
possession of texts by or relating to the Dalai Lama is not in itself a crime, even when the 
case involves Party members and officials. In the Tengdro case, as we have seen, at least 
two detainees—Tenzin Yeshe and Tsewang Lhamo—were released without charges after a 
few days, even though they apparently had images of the Dalai Lama and other 
unapproved items on their phones. In strictly legal terms, therefore, the charges against 
the Tengdro monks cannot be explained by the mere possession of photographs of the 
Dalai Lama.  
 
Police interrogation of the Tengdro detainees, lastly, reportedly focused on donations to 
members of the community’s sister monastery in Nepal, founded by Sengdrak Rinpoche, 
following the 2015 earthquake. Certain foreign transfers of funds are illegal in China and 
specifically in Tibet. In particular, the Public Security Bureau issued a notice in the TAR in 
February 2018 that listed the collection of funds or donations as an example of “violations 
or crimes by underworld forces.” But the notice specified that such transfers were only 
criminal acts if they involved “compulsory collection” by the organizers, “unjust 
enrichment,” or donations to the “Dalai clique,” a term used for the exile Tibetan 
administration in India and associated political activists.30  
 

 
Monk Dies After Being Severely Beaten in Detention,” Radio Free Asia, March 5, 2014, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/beaten-03052014152512.html (accessed June 17, 2021).  
29 Fresh Breeze in the Land of Snows (雪域清风), “First episode ‘No Particularity Whatsoever’ of the four-part television 
feature ‘Comprehensive and Strict Party Governance in Tibet’ (四集电视专题片《全面从严治党在西藏》第一集《没有任何特

殊性》),” post to untitled blog, January 29, 2019, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/rRUr0WTt3rE09KdSe3o2qw (accessed June 
17, 2021).  
30 The “Notice of the TAR Public Security Department on Reporting Leads on Crimes and Violations by Underworld Forces,” 
published February 7, 2018, listed certain types of activities as potential “cases of violations or crimes by underworld 
forces,” including “illegally soliciting donations, fundraising, giving out fines, taking compulsory collection from the people, 
or seizing opportunities for unjust enrichment, and providing funds to the Dalai clique” (article 6). See Human Rights Watch, 
“Illegal Organizations”: China’s Crackdown on Tibetan Social Groups, (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2018), 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/07/30/illegal-organizations/chinas-crackdown-tibetan-social-groups#_ftn84. 
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None of these factors appear to have been involved in the Tengdro case. Neither Sengdrak 
Rinpoche nor his community in Nepal were part of the exile administration, nor were they 
involved in any known political activities. In religious terms they, like the Tengdro monks, 
belong to a Tibetan Buddhist school that is distinct from that of the Dalai Lama, and which 
in the past has not been a focus of police attention in Tibet. Sengdrak Rinpoche had not 
been to Tibet again after his 1993 visit, but this was because of a general Chinese 
government policy restricting visits to Tibet by exile Tibetan lamas since around that time 
and does not indicate that the police had any particular suspicions regarding him. 
Incoming donations received by the Tengdro monks from their sister community in Nepal 
do not appear to have been seen as a problem by the police: the available reports indicate 
that police questioning focused on outgoing donations by the Tengdro monks. For the 
Tengdro monks to communicate with or send financial aid to their sister-community in 
Nepal was therefore not illegal under Chinese law, does not seem to have been a previous 
issue of police concern, and should not normally have led to detention, still less  
to prosecution.  
 
Chinese law also forbids religious institutions from receiving unauthorized donations from 
“foreign organizations or individuals,” but only if those donations are not for “activities 
that are commensurate with the purpose of the religious group or the religious activities 
site,” if they have conditions attached, or if the amount donated exceeds 100,000 yuan 
(about US$15,500).31 Although Tengdro received some support funds for reconstruction of 
the monastery from its sister community in Nepal, there is no indication that these 
donations contravened regulations. 
 
Human Rights Watch found no other evidence of possible offenses committed by the 
monks—for example, as noted above, both their reconstruction of the monastery in 2017 
and their erection of a large outdoor statue had received approval from local authorities, 
as well as their donations to their sister monastery in Nepal, did not involve any use of 
coercion in collecting the funds.  
 
Chinese authorities have detained and punished Tibetans in the past for actions that are 
technically legal, such as having images of the Dalai Lama or sending religious donations 

 
31 China Law Translate, “Religious Affairs Regulations 2017,” September 7, 2017, 
https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/religious-affairs-regulations-2017/, article 57 (accessed June 17, 2021). 
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abroad. However, those cases usually involved accusations of additional illegal acts of a 
more serious nature and did not on their own lead to heavy sentences. In the Tengdro 
case, the available evidence suggests that the Tengdro monks had not committed any 
illegal acts or at most had been involved in only minor infractions of Chinese laws and 
regulations, for which the sentences, if any, would normally have been minimal. 
 

Other Cases of Extreme Punishment in Tibet  
The sentences handed down to Choegyal Wangpo, Lobsang Jinpa, and Norbu Dondrub 
were extraordinarily severe. Human Rights Watch does not know of any Tibetan, since 
2013, sentenced to 20 years or more for a non-violent action not involving any form of 
protest. Below, we list previous cases in which the courts imposed extreme sentences on 
Tibetans for non-violent offenses. This survey shows that the sentences given to the 
Tengdro monks were exceptional, if not unique, and almost certainly violated Chinese law 
governing sentencing decisions. 
 
Between 1999 and 2013, extreme sentences—20 years and over—were imposed on at least 
10 Tibetans for non-violent acts of expression, association, or opinion. Seven of those 
Tibetans had not been accused of participation in a protest:  

• Bangri Choktrul Rinpoche (Jigme Tenzin Nyima), the head of an orphanage in 
Lhasa, was arrested in August 1999 and given a life sentence (later commuted to 19 
years plus 2 years for time previously served, apparently for receiving funds from 
exile for the orphanage32;  

• Choeying Khedrup, a monk from Tsanden monastery in Sog (Ch.: Suo) county, 
Nagchu, was sentenced to life in prison on January 29, 2001, for printing and 
distributing pro-independence leaflets33;  

• Jampel Wangchuk, a senior monk at Drepung monastery in Lhasa, was sentenced 
to life in prison in 2010, apparently for failing to prevent a protest by monks34;  

 
32 International Campaign for Tibet, “School founder’s sentence reduced: Bangri Rinpoche transferred to new prison,” March 
8, 2006, https://savetibet.org/school-founders-sentence-reduced-bangri-rinpoche-transferred-to-new-prison/ (accessed 
June 17, 2021).  
33 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Annual Report 2006,” December 31, 2006, https://tchrd.org/annual-
report-2006/ (accessed June 17, 2021).  
34 International Campaign for Tibet, “Senior monk-scholars, with no political record, sentenced to life and 15-20 years 
imprisonment – crackdown continues at Drepung,” December 21, 2010, https://savetibet.org/senior-monk-scholars-with-no-
political-record-sentenced-to-life-and-15-20-years-imprisonment-crackdown-continues-at-drepung/ (accessed June 17, 
2021).  
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• Konchok Nyima, another senior monk from Drepung monastery in Lhasa, was 
sentenced to 20 years in 2010, apparently for failing to prevent a protest  
by monks35;  

• Wangdu, a community worker in Lhasa, was sentenced in 2008 to life 
imprisonment, apparently for distributing information he had received from  
exiles abroad36;  

• Dorje Tashi, a prominent entrepreneur and hotel owner in Lhasa was sentenced to 
life imprisonment on June 26, 2010, for having sent donations to the Dalai Lama, 
although he was only charged with embezzlement, based on evidence that appears 
to have been largely fabricated37; and 

• the late Konchok Jinpa,38 a tour guide from Nagchu, was reportedly given a 21-year 
sentence in 2013, for distributing information to foreign media and others about 
Tibetans detained in local protests.  
 

Three other cases of extreme sentencing for non-violent actions involved participation in a 
protest: Pasang (from Lhasa) and Tsultrim Gyatso (from Labrang in Ganlho Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture, in Gansu province) received life sentences for involvement in 
protests in 2008 that appear to have been non-violent, as did Sonam Lhundrup (from 
Dranggo in Kardze Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, in Sichuan province) following a 
protest in 2012.  
 
Other Tibetans who received long sentences for involvement in non-violent protests 
include Thardoe Gyaltsen, a senior monk from Driru (Ch.: Biru) in Nagchu, who received an 
18-year sentence in 2014, for peaceful opposition to the crackdown there,39 and Lodro 
Gyatso from Sog in Nagchu, who was sentenced to 18 years in prison in 2018, for 

 
35 “China: Free Tibetans Unjustly Imprisoned,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 21, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/china-free-tibetans-unjustly-imprisoned.  
36 International Campaign for Tibet, “NGO worker sentenced to life imprisonment: harsh sentences signal harder line on 
blocking news from Tibet,” December 22, 2008, https://savetibet.org/ngo-worker-sentenced-to-life-imprisonment-harsh-
sentences-signal-harder-line-on-blocking-news-from-tibet/ (accessed June 17, 2021).  
37 “Jailed Tibetan Made Donations,” Radio Free Asia, August 13, 2010, https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/donations-
08132010135643.html (accessed June 17, 2021).   
38 “China: Tibetan Tour Guide Dies from Prison Injuries,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 16, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/16/china-tibetan-tour-guide-dies-prison-injuries.  
39 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Monk sentenced to 18 years in prison in restive Diru County,” April 4, 
2014, https://tchrd.org/monk-sentenced-to-18-years-in-prison-in-restive-diru-county/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/china-free-tibetans-unjustly-imprisoned
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/16/china-tibetan-tour-guide-dies-prison-injuries
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involvement in a peaceful protest.40 Lobsang Konchok, a Tibetan from Ngaba in Sichuan 
province, was given a death sentence in 2013, for alleged encouragement of self-
immolation protests in which only the participants were harmed.41 At least 20 other 
Tibetans are known to have received sentences of 10 to 15 years for non-violent offenses 
since 2013.42 
 
All of these convictions would appear to violate substantive rights, such as freedom of 
expression, opinion, and religion or belief, as recognized under international human rights 
law, or resulted in sentences that were wholly disproportionate to the offense. However, 
they could be considered crimes under Chinese law, according to which they are usually 
classified as actions that “endanger state security” or as “incitement to split the country.” 
The Chinese Criminal Code allows a court to impose sentences of five years or more for 
such offenses, but only if the defendant is “a ringleader or the one whose crime is grave” 
(Criminal Code, articles 102 to 106). These punishments are typically invoked only when a 
defendant is accused of involvement in the organization or establishment of an illegal 
group, “collusion” with a foreign force, espionage, leading or planning a protest, an act of 
violence, or recidivism.  
 
From the perspective of Chinese officials, these conditions could be said to have applied 
in the cases of extreme sentencing listed above, all dating from 2013 or earlier. But in the 
case of the Tengdro monks, there is no indication of any protest or plan for a protest, any 
connection with or creation of an illegal organization, any espionage, act of violence, or 
attempt to spread unauthorized information widely, or previous conviction. And it does not 
seem that the sentences imposed on the Tengdro monks could have been intended to 
serve as deterrents, since the trial was secret and the case has never been disclosed to the 
public. The decision to prosecute the Tengdro monks and the severity of the sentences 
imposed on them appears instead to have been the result of political calculations by TAR 
officials. We discuss the evidence for this below (See section: “Behind the Sentences”). 

 
40 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Former Tibetan political prisoner sentenced to 18 years for protest; wife 
given 2 years for filming video,” March 15, 2019, https://tchrd.org/former-tibetan-political-prisoner-sentenced-to-18-years-
for-protest-wife-given-2-years-for-filming-video/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
41 International Campaign for Tibet, “Distress at death sentence for Tibetan accused of ‘inciting ‘self-immolation’,” January 
31, 2013, https://savetibet.org/distress-at-death-sentence-for-tibetan-accused-of-inciting-self-immolation/ (accessed June 
18, 2021).  
42 Figures obtained by analyzing the prisoner database of the Congressional-Executive Commission on China, a detailed 
compilation of data in reports by exile and foreign media. See Congressional-Executive Commission on China, “Political 
Prisoner Database,” [n.d.], https://www.cecc.gov/resources/political-prisoner-database. 



 

“PROSECUTE THEM WITH AWESOME POWER” 38 

Online Offenses: Regulations up to 2019 
An important consideration in the case of the Tengdro monks appears to have been the 
desire of officials to show their commitment to the ongoing drive in the TAR, as across the 
country, to increase control over individuals’ use of the internet, including social media.  
 
This section describes recent laws that increasingly proscribe certain forms of online 
communication and identifies cases in which Tibetans have been accused of breaking 
these laws, along with the sentences imposed on them, where known. This overview 
shows increasing attention by authorities to restricting peaceful online expression, but it 
also shows that the treatment of the Tengdro monks was exceptionally severe compared 
with other cases in which Tibetans have been convicted of online offenses.  
 
By 2001, China had already introduced more than 60 sets of regulations governing the use 
of the internet, and numerous other regulations have been issued since then.43 In June 
2017, the Chinese government passed the Cybersecurity Law, leading to a number of 
nationwide campaigns to “clean up” the online environment, including one initiated in 
January 2019 to rid the internet and social media of “12 types of negative and harmful 
information including bad lifestyles and bad pop culture,” such as rumors, pornography, 
and parody.44  
 
More recent regulations have identified specific forms of forbidden political speech, 
notably the Provisions on the Governance of the Online Information Content Ecosystem 
(the “Provisions”), passed in December 2019. 45 The Provisions criminalized any 
information posted on the internet “opposing the basic principles set forth in the 
Constitution,” “destroying national unity,” “denying the deeds and spirit of heroes and 
martyrs,” “undermining ethnic unity,” or “undermining the nation's policy on religions.”  
 

 
43 Human Rights Watch, How Censorship Works in China: A Brief Overview, (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2006), 
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2006/china0806/3.htm#_ftnref29 
44 “Today’s hot public opinion (January 4) ‘intercept’ 12 types of harmful Information to clean up the cyber environment (今日

热点舆情(1 月 4 日)"围堵"12 类有害信息 打造清朗网络生态空间),” Xinhua Online (新华网), January 4, 2019, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190105145434/http:/www.xinhuanet.com/yuqing/2019-01/04/c_1210030391.htm 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  
45 China Law Translate, “Provisions on the Governance of the Online Information Content Ecosystem,” December 12, 2021, 
https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/provisions-on-the-governance-of-the-online-information-content-ecosystem/ 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  

https://web.archive.org/web/20190105145434/http:/www.xinhuanet.com/yuqing/2019-01/04/c_1210030391.htm
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In January 2021, the Cyberspace Administration of China announced regulations banning 
members of the public from writing any online article, blog, or commentary on issues 
relating to health, politics, economics, education, the military, or certain other topics 
unless they have received official certification.46 The authorities shut down 18,489 illegal 
websites in 2020, referred 7,550 cases for prosecution by the courts, and arranged for 
website operators to close 158,000 illegal accounts.47 
 
In addition to these national developments, local administrations at provincial, 
prefectural, and sometimes county level have issued their own regulations to reinforce the 
new restrictions and controls. Regulations issued in Tibetan-populated areas have 
emphasized issues relating to ethnic relations, separatism, and contact with people or 
groups abroad.  
 
In October 2017, the Public Security Bureau (PSB) in Machu (Ch: Maqu) county, Kanlho (Ch: 
Gannan), a Tibetan autonomous prefecture in Gansu province, issued rules “for strictly 
preventing the spread of ‘illegal’ contents on the internet” including, as its first item, 
“information containing political contents.”48 Other administrations in Tibetan-populated 
areas followed suit: in March 2019, the prefectural government in Kanlho warned that 
people should “not spread rumors or believe in rumors,” indicating that the former could 
be considered a crime. The statement added that “if any WeChat group member publishes 
any illegal information against the laws, he or she will be sentenced to [between] one and 
eight years in prison.”49 In August 2019, authorities in Qinghai province, where most of the 
territory is populated by Tibetans, also warned of prison sentences of up to eight years for 
posting and sharing “illegal” information that “harms the nation and the Chinese 
Communist Party.”50  
 

 
46 Huizhong Wu and Fu Ting, “China Steps Up Online Controls With New Rule for Bloggers,” Associated Press, February 17, 
2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/02/china-steps-up-online-controls-with-new-rule-for-bloggers/. 
47 “Regulators to enforce order on internet,” China Daily, February 2, 2021, 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202102/02/WS6018ab2aa31024ad0baa69f6.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
48 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “China issues vague and overbroad rules on internet censorship in 
Tibet,” November 17, 2017, https://tchrd.org/china-issues-vague-and-broad-rules-on-internet-censorship-in-tibet/ (accessed 
June 18, 2021).  
49 International Campaign for Tibet, “China tightens control and surveillance measures for 60th anniversary of Tibetan 
National Uprising,” March 7, 2019, https://savetibet.org/china-tightens-control-and-surveillance-measures-for-60th-
anniversary-of-tibetan-national-uprising/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
50 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “China announces fixed-term imprisonment of up to eight years for 
‘illegal’ online content,” August 30, 2019, https://tchrd.org/china-announces-fixed-term-imprisonment-of-up-to-eight-years-

https://thediplomat.com/2021/02/china-steps-up-online-controls-with-new-rule-for-bloggers/
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The TAR authorities were equally energetic in setting up laws, regulations, and official 
entities to manage public use of the internet including social media. As TAR Party Secretary 
Wu Yingjie put it during a November 2016 inspection of the TAR Internet Affairs Office—an 
agency directly under the Party in Tibet rather than the government—“by carrying through 
the correct political approach, managing and using the internet properly, [we must] make 
the Party's voice the loudest voice on the internet.”51 The TAR authorities accordingly 
launched a campaign in September 2018 to “rectify illegal crimes in the network 
communication field,”52 and issued their own provincial-level regulations in February 2019 
to tighten control of online content.  
 
Known as “the ‘Twenty Prohibitions’ on Network Communication Activities” in the TAR, 
these banned any online content involving “activities to subvert the country, undermine 
national unity, and overthrow the socialist system” or any use of “network communication 
tools to fabricate and disseminate information such as provoking ethnic relations, [and] 
creating ethnic contradictions.”53 The “Twenty Prohibitions” focused particularly on 
communications abroad, banning online users who “provide information to domestic and 
foreign organizations, institutions, or individuals” that “has not been [previously] 
disclosed by the state” (article 4) or who “collect, produce, download, store, publish, and 
disseminate information that subverts the country, undermines national unity, and 
overthrows the socialist system” (article 5). According to one unconfirmed exile report, at 
the same time the document was issued in February 2019, the TAR authorities were 

 
for-illegal-online-content/ (accessed June 18, 2021), based on Accumulate Merit to Bring Benefit (积善造福)“Important 
notice(བ�་ཐོ་གལ་ཆེན།),” audio feed posted to untitled blog, August 27, 2019, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/mp/audio?_wxindex_=0&scene=104&__biz=MzAxNDA0NjA0Nw==&mid=2247488882&idx=1&v
oice_id=MzAxNDA0NjA0N18yMjQ3NDg4ODgx&sn=20867a5c6b390b79dd0ca2689eb51ac5#wechat_redirect (accessed June 
18, 2021).  
51 “While inspecting the TAR Internet Affairs office, Wu Yingjie stresses that “by carrying through the correct political 
approach, managing and using the internet properly, [we must] make the Party's voice the loudest voice on the internet (��་
ད�ིང་ཅེས་�ོངས་ཏང་ཨད་�་འ�ིན་ག�ང་ལས་ཁང་�་�ོག་ཞིབ་གནང་�བས། ཏང་གི་ག�ང་�་དེ་�་�འི་ཐོག་གི་�ད་�་ཆེ་ཤོས་�་�ར་པ་�ེད་དགོས་པ�྄◌ི་ནན་བཤད་གནང་བ),” Tibet Daily (Tibetan edition), 
November 25, 2016. 
52 Yuan Hongli (原红利), “H5| Prevent Communication Network Fraud (H5 | 防范通讯网络诈骗),” Tibet Internet Reporting 
Center (西藏网络举报中心), August 12, 2019, 
http://www.vtibet.com/xydmh/shouye/tt_11997/201908/t20190812_872021.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
53 Nagchu Broadcasting and Television Station (那曲广播电视台), “Announcement on the ‘20 Prohibitions’ of Internet 
Communication Activities in the Tibet Autonomous Region (Bilingual) (关于西藏自治区网络通信活动“二十禁”的通告(双
语）),” post to untitled blog, March 13, 2019, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/Z8MlvVhcIR42jv1zJbCgkQ (accessed June 18, 
2021).  
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offering rewards of up to 300,000 yuan (about $45,000) for reports by members of the 
public on illegal online activities.54   
 
A mid-level official told Human Rights Watch in 2019 that sub-police stations in every 
locality already had units by that time that operated under the direction of the TAR Public 
Security Bureau’s Internet Management Department and managed WeChat and internet 
communications in their area. Human Rights Watch wrote to WeChat requesting 
information regarding the TAR PSB’s Internet Management Bureau and its use of its 
platform (See Appendix). At the time of writing, Human Rights Watch had not received a 
response from WeChat. 
 
These national, provincial, and local laws and regulations restricting online 
communications were issued in the wake of a series of security-related laws that were 
passed in China from 2014 onwards. These included laws on counter-espionage (2014), 
national security (2015), and national intelligence (2017), all of which broadened the 
definitions of espionage and other illegal activities. These laws increased the focus on 
security issues, in particular in relation to ethnic minorities. The Detailed Implementation 
Rules for the Counter-espionage Law (2017), for example, widened the definition of 
espionage to include any acts “carrying out division of the country,” “undermining 
national unity,” or “inciting ethnic divides” (article 8). It specifically banned the 
transmission of any texts or audiovisual materials with such purposes, adding to the 
already intensive surveillance of communications by Tibetans, Uyghurs, and other 
minorities in China. 
 

Arbitrary Detention for Online Offenses 
From 2008 through 2020, the authorities have detained at least 97 Tibetans for online 
activities or communications that were deemed illegal, according to a database of political 
prisoners maintained by the US-based Congressional Executive Commission on China. The 
Executive Commission draws its data primarily from foreign and exile media reports. A 
further 20 cases have been reported since January 2021. 
 

 
54 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Chinese authorities crushing freedom of expression in the name of 
internet security,” August 5, 2019, https://tchrd.org/chinese-authorities-crushing-freedom-of-expression-in-the-name-of-
internet-security/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
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In most cases, the punishment given to detainees in these cases is not known, or, in some 
instances, involved only a few days or weeks in detention. For example, in October 2013, a 
Tibetan woman named Kalsang from Driru in Nagchu was detained for allegedly expressing 
“anti-China” sentiments on her WeChat account and for having stored “banned pictures of 
the exile Tibetan leader the Dalai Lama” in her cell phone.55 The following year, Lobsang 
Choejor, a monk of Drongsar Monastery in Chamdo (Ch.: Changdu), was detained for an 
unknown period for sending out information to “outside contacts” through WeChat and 
distributing teachings and talks by the Dalai Lama, but is not known to have been 
sentenced.56  
 
In 2019 more such cases were reported:  

• Wangchuk, a Tibetan man from Nyalam county (next to Tingri county), was 
detained, probably for sharing some books by or about the Dalai Lama on 
WeChat;57 

• Rinso, a Tibetan from Dzorge (Ch.: Ruo’ergai) in Sichuan province, was detained for 
10 days for sharing a photo of the Dalai Lama on WeChat;58  

• A Tibetan monk named Sonam Palden, 22, from Kirti Monastery in Ngaba (Ch.: Aba) 
county, was held in connection with his WeChat posts about the Tibetan language 
and Chinese policy;59  

• Three Tibetans in Kanlho prefecture of Gansu province were detained for 
communicating on social media with friends and family outside Tibet;60and  

 
55 “WeChat leads to Tibetan woman’s arrest in Driru,” Phayul, October 17, 2013, http://www.phayul.com/2013/10/17/34118/ 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  
56 “Tibetan Monk Detained Over Banned Cell-Phone Content,” Radio Free Asia, March 6, 2014, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/banned-03062014152359.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
57 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Tibetan man sentenced to prison for sharing books on WeChat,” 
November 7, 2019, https://tchrd.org/tibetan-man-sentenced-to-prison-for-sharing-books-on-wechat/ (accessed June 18, 
2021).  
58 “Tibetan Man Detained For Sharing Dalai Lama Photo on WeChat,” Radio Free Asia, August 26, 2019, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/photo-08262019142526.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
59 “Tibetan Monk Arrested by Chinese Police Last Month Remains Missing,” Radio Free Asia, October 4, 2019, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/sonam-palden-10042019175054.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
60 “China arrests 3 Tibetans for WeChat contacts with overseas friends, family,” Tibetan Review, December 20, 2019, 
https://www.tibetanreview.net/china-arrests-3-tibetans-for-wechat-contacts-with-overseas-friends-family/ (accessed June 
18, 2021).  
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• Two Tibetans in Tingri county were detained for the same offense. One was held at 
the county detention center for over a month and the other was held there for 20 
days. Police reportedly subjected them to beatings and interrogation.61  

 
Human Rights Watch wrote to WeChat requesting information on its data sharing practices 
with the TAR Public Security Bureau authorities and on its position regarding Chinese 
authorities’ surveillance of its platform (See Appendix). At the time of writing, Human 
Rights Watch had not received a response from WeChat. 
 
These instances appear to have involved brief, deterrent punishment for online offenses.  
Similar cases were reported in March 2020, when the Chinese authorities arrested 10 
people in Lhasa for spreading “rumors” about a coronavirus outbreak on March 1, and shut 
down 75 WeChat groups in the TAR.62 In the first weeks of 2020, police in Qinghai province 
investigated 72 people for spreading rumors online, according to the New York Times.63 
Those cases are not known to have resulted in trials or prison sentences. 
 

Long Sentences for Online Offenses 
In 19 of the 117 known cases involving Tibetans accused of online offenses, detainees were 
tried and given sentences averaging 4.5 years each, according to our analysis of existing 
reports. These cases appear to have been treated with exceptional severity because 
officials alleged that the online messages in these cases were connected to activities—
such as organizing a protest, forming a non-approved organization, sending security-
related intelligence to foreign or exile organizations, and spreading non-approved 
information widely within the domestic community—that officials deemed threats to social 
stability or national security.  
 

 
61 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Tibetan man criminally detained for phone conversation about Tibetan 
language education,” December 20, 2019, https://tchrd.org/tibetan-man-criminally-detained-for-phone-conversation-about-
tibetan-language-education/ (accessed June 18, 2021). According to Tibetans from Tingri interviewed by Human Rights 
Watch, such cases are not uncommon, and often go unreported. 
62 “10 arrested in Lhasa for spreading “rumours”, 75 WeChat groups shut down,” Phayul, March 22, 2020, 
http://www.phayul.com/2020/03/22/42960/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
63 Paul Mozur, “Coronavirus Outrage Spurs China’s Internet Police to Action,” The New York Times, March 16, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/16/business/china-coronavirus-internet-police.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
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Such cases included those of Atruk (Adrag) Lopoe,64 Jamyang Kunkhyen,65 and Lothok, 
who were sentenced in 2007 to 10, nine, and three years, respectively, for sending 
photographs abroad showing a protest in Lithang (Ch.: Litang), a Tibetan area within 
Sichuan province.66  
 
Online messages relating to self-immolation protests led to particularly severe sentences 
after a ruling was issued by China’s Supreme Court and its top prosecution body, in 
December 2012, classifying any encouragement of self-immolation as liable to the charge 
of “intentional homicide.”67 These led to a series of long sentences: 

• In 2013, Lobsang (Lorang) Konchok was given a suspended death sentence for 
intentional homicide after posting news of self-immolations as well as allegedly 
inciting the suicide protests;  

• In the same case, his nephew, Lobsang Tsering, was sentenced to 10 years, also for 
inciting suicide protests;68  

• In March 2013, a court in Tsoshar (Ch.: Haidong) prefecture, Qinghai province, gave 
three Tibetans—Gyurmey (or Jigme) Thabke, Kalsang Dondrub, and Lobsang—
sentences of up to six years for “using others’ self-immolation incidents to 
disseminate text and images relating to Tibetan independence;”69 

• In July 2013, a monk from Zilkar Monastery in Tridu (Ch.: Chenduo) county, Qinghai 
province, Tsultrim Kalsang, received a 10-year sentence for providing information 
to foreign media about a double self-immolation;70  

 
64 Tenzin Monlam, “Monk from Lithang Monastery released after 10 years in prison,” Phayul, August 22, 2017, 
https://www.phayul.com/2017/08/22/39441/ (accessed June 19, 2021). 
65 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Tibetan teacher arrested for exercising his human right released from 
prison in poor health and with physical deformities,” September 14, 2016, http://tchrd.org/tibetan-teacher-arrested-for-
exercising-his-human-right-released-from-prison-in-poor-health-and-with-physical-deformities (accessed June 18, 2021).  
66 “China Jails Tibetan Nomad For Eight Years After Dalai Lama Protest,” Radio Free Asia, November 20, 2007, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibetan_nomad-20071120.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
67 “Our Country Defines the Act of Assisting Others in Self-Immolation as Intentional Homicide (我国将协助他人自焚行为定

为故意杀人罪),” Gansu Daily News Online (每日甘肃网), December 9, 2012, 
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2012/1209/c1001-19836846.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
68 Human Rights Watch, Relentless: Detention and Prosecution of Tibetans under China’s “Stability Maintenance” Campaign, 
(New York: Human Rights Watch, 2016), https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/05/22/relentless/detention-and-prosecution-
tibetans-under-chinas-stability-maintenance 
69 “Tibetans Imprisoned for Text, Images as Immolations Continue,” Dui Hua Human Rights Journal, March 21, 2013, 
http://www.duihuahrjournal.org/2013/03/tibetans-imprisoned-for-text-images-as.html (accessed June 12, 2021).  
70 “Tibetan Monks Detained in Raid,” Radio Free Asia, September 4, 2012, http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/raid-
09042012155726.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
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• Also in 2013, a court in Malho (Ch.: Huangnan) prefecture, Qinghai province 
sentenced two Tibetans, Choepa Gyal and Namkha Jam, to six years each for 
sending information and images about protests or dissent abroad; and 

• In the same case, a Tibetan named Chagthar, was sentenced to four years for 
editing and distributing images and text about self-immolations.71  

 
In some cases, possession of information about a self-immolation alone (without evidence 
the person had shared it with anyone else) was enough for a prison sentence, as in the 
case of a 20-year-old thangka painter, Ngawang Tobden, who received a two-year sentence 
in Lhasa in February 2013 for photographs of self-immolations and of the Tibetan flag 
found on his phone.72 
 
Lengthy prison sentences have also been reported in the cases of Tibetans convicted of 
sending messages relating to environmental issues. In 2014, Jamyang Wangtso and 
Namgyal Wangchuk from Riwoche (Ch.: Leiwuqi) county, Chamdo municipality, TAR, 
received seven- and five-year sentences, respectively, after they shared an image on 
WeChat of two Tibetans wearing robes trimmed with animal fur as part of an effort to 
combat the wearing of fur.73  In December 2019, a group of nine Tibetans from Gabde (Ch.: 
Gande) in Golok (Ch.: Guoluo) prefecture, Qinghai province, including environmental 
campaigner Anya Sengdra, received sentences of up to seven years in prison after they 
created two WeChat groups about local corruption and environmental protection,74 which 
led them to hold peaceful protests against local officials.75   
 
 
 

 
71 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “China confirms sentencing four Tibetans for ‘inciting separatism’,” April 
15, 2013, http://www.tchrd.org/china-confirms-sentencing-four-tibetans-for-inciting-separatism/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
72 “Tibetan youth sentenced over self-immolation photos in mobile phone,” Phayul, February 22, 2013, 
https://www.phayul.com/2013/02/22/33082/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
73 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “Two Tibetans receive harsh prison sentences for online anti-fur 
campaign,” September 18, 2014, http://www.tchrd.org/two-tibetans-receive-harsh-prison-sentences-for-online-anti-fur-
campaign/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
74 Tibet Watch, “Eight Tibetans detained for ‘organising a mob to disturb social order’,” September 3, 2019, 
https://www.tibetwatch.org/news/2019/9/3/eight-tibetans-detained-for-organising-a-mob-to-disturb-social-order 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  
75 “China: Tibet Anti-Crime Campaign Silences Dissent,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 14, 2020, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/14/china-tibet-anti-crime-campaign-silences-dissent. 
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Enforcement of Online Restrictions since Mid-2020 
Since mid-2020, exile media have reported that controls over online communications have 
become stricter throughout Tibet.76 These claims were substantiated in July 2020, when 
two Tibetan musicians, Khandro Tseten and Tsogo, from Tsekhog (Ch.: Zeku) in Qinghai 
province, were sentenced to up to seven years for sharing a song on social media that 
praised the Dalai Lama.77  
 
The intensification of restrictions on online activities was made clear in November 2020, 
when the TAR authorities published a document called “Notice of the Tibet Autonomous 
Region on not using information networks to implement activities to split the country and 
undermine national unity.”78 The notice announced additional details of restrictions on 
online content, focusing entirely on expressions of political opinion or organization. This 
confirmed that the main focus of online control in the TAR is political speech, especially 
discussions of Tibet’s historic status and any criticism of China’s policies in Tibet, rather 
than an attempt to crack down on rumors, pornography, or extortion, which are often the 
focus of online “cleansing” drives in other parts of China.  
 
The 2020 TAR notice banned any online activities that relate to undermining “nationality 
unity” and specifically outlawed any online information that “distorts history, downplays 
national consciousness, uses religious content, religious activities, etc. to attack the party 
and state policies, or slander the socialist system.” It also prohibited any postings that 
“distort facts, spread rumors or spread false information to provoke ethnic relations and 
undermine ethnic unity.” The notice also criminalized any technical assistance enabling 
people to view foreign websites that “undermine national unity.”79 
 

 
76 “18 Tibetans beaten and put in detention" (བོད་མི་ ༡༨ ལ་གཅར་�ང་�ས་ཏེ་བཀག་ཉར་འོག་བཞག་ཡོད་འ�ག),” Tibet Times (བོད་�ི་�ས་བབ།), January 7, 2021, 
https://tibettimes.net/2021/01/07/209891/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
77 “Chinese government sentences two Tibetans who sang praises to the Dalai Lama” (�་ནག་ག�ང་གིས་༧གོང་ས་མཆོག་ལ་བ�ོད་ད�ངས་འ�ལ་མཁན་བོད་མི་
གཉིས་ལ་�ིམས་ཆད་བཅད་འ�ག),” Radio Free Asia (Tibetan), July 13, 2020, https://www.rfa.org/tibetan/sargyur/tibetan-sentenced-
07132020161734.html (accessed June 18, 2021). International Campaign for Tibet, “Two Tibetans imprisoned for a song 
praising the Dalai Lama,” July 15, 2020, https://savetibet.org/two-tibetans-imprisoned-for-a-song-praising-the-dalai-lama/ 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  
78 Central Tibetan Administration, “China warns Tibetan internet users of ‘strike hard’ campaign for dissenting acts,” January 
3, 2021, https://tibet.net/china-warns-tibetan-internet-users-of-strike-hard-campaign-for-dissenting-acts/ (accessed June 
18, 2021).  
79 Tibet Cyber Police (西藏网警), “Announcement on the Tibet Autonomous Region on not using information networks to 
implement activities to split the country and undermine national unity (西藏自治区关于不得利用信息网络实施分裂国家、破
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Initial reports indicate that enforcement of the new regulations has been stepped up since 
late 2020, both within the TAR and in adjoining Tibetan areas. In some cases, those 
accused of violations have received short prison sentences, fines, or periods of detention: 

• In August 2020, the Tsholho (Ch.: Hainan) People's Intermediate Court in Qinghai 
sentenced Tibetan student Jampa Tsering to 1.5 years in prison for “inciting 
splittism” after he posted an image of an “illegal football team flag and logo”— 
possibly a reference to the forbidden Tibetan national flag – in a message relating 
to a football competition in Serchen county;80  

• On October 13, 2020, a court in Golog (Ch.: Guoluo) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture 
in Qinghai province sentenced Tashi Gyal (Ch.: Zhaxijia), a 50-year-old Tibetan 
herder from Ragya in Machen county, Golog, to one year in prison for “inciting 
separatism.” Tashi Gyal had downloaded four images and a video of the Dalai 
Lama from the internet in 2014, and had forwarded these items to a group of 
friends on his WeChat (Ch.: Weixin) channel on three occasions that year. On three 
days in 2015, he had sent these friends a photograph of the forbidden Tibetan flag 
and three videos with messages from exile leaders. At the time of the hearing, he 
had already been in custody for five months;81 

• In December 2020, a Tibetan named Lhundrup Dorje from Machen (Ch.: Maqin) in 
Golok prefecture, Qinghai province, received a one-year prison sentence on the 
charge of “inciting separatism” after posting pictures and religious teachings of the 
Dalai Lama on his Weibo and WeChat accounts that included a graphic with the 
slogan “Tibetan independence;”82  

• On January 2, 2021, 18 Tibetans were summoned to the police office in Tsona (Ch.: 
Cuona) county, Lhokha municipality, TAR, and detained on suspicion of using 
online communications to harm national security, according to the exile media 

 
坏国家统一活动的通告),” post to untitled blog, November 24, 2020, 
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80 “Two Tibetan students from Hainan Prefecture sentenced” (མཚ�་�ོ་�ལ་�ི་བོད་རིགས་�ོབ་མ་གཉིས་ལ་�ིམས་ཆད་བཏང་བ།),” Voice of Tibet(བོད་�ི་�ང་འ�ིན་ཁང་།), 
February 26, 2021, 
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was sentenced retroactively to 1 year for posting on WeChat 5 years ago (藏区网络严打下，青海果洛牧民扎西加因 5 年前微

信发帖被追溯判刑 1 年),” post to Rights Defender (维权网) blog, March 18, 2021, 
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http://www.phayul.com/2020/12/30/45010/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
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outlet Tibet Times.83 The defendants had brought their phones to an official 
meeting the previous day, which apparently led to police seizing and searching the 
phones. It is not clear why the messages sent by the defendants had been 
considered damaging to national security, or what kind of messages they were, but 
the messages may have contained news about the official meeting. Some of the 
detainees appear to have been fined and then released, but three had to be 
hospitalized after being severely beaten during the detention period, according to 
the report, which did not give names of those involved;  

• On January 6, 2021, two Tibetans, Kakho and Namyak, from Chumarleb (Ch.: 
Qumalai) county in Yushu prefecture, Qinghai province, were detained on charges 
of posting news in a WeChat group about political developments in the exile 
community, which was then holding elections for a new leader.84 Nothing more is 
known of their situation; and  

• On February 17, 2021, police in Trindu (Ch.: Chenduo) county, Jyekundo (Ch.: 
Yushu) in Qinghai province detained three Tibetans, according to the Tibet Times.85 
The detainees—identified as Kensri, Dramdul, and a female student named 
Sanggye Tso enrolled at a high school in Guangdong—had been running an online 
group called Dzari Karmo, named after a sacred mountain in the area. The group 
had about 240 members in different Tibetan areas but may not have obtained 
official permission to operate, according to the paper. According to a foreign 
advocacy group, Dramdul was severely beaten, leading to fractures in both legs, 
while in custody.86  

 
Details of cases involving alleged online offenses in Tibetan areas are scarce and often 
unconfirmed, but they indicate that police detain and in more serious cases prosecute 
people in Tibetan areas where there is suspicion either of some potential threat to national 
security or social stability, or where there has been a breach of administrative regulations, 
such as a failure to obtain permission to form an online group.  
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III. Behind the Sentences: Preventive Control 
 
While a definitive analysis is not possible because of restrictions on research, Human 
Rights Watch is of the view that the Tengdro case, including the extremely severe 
sentences, is in large part a reflection of internal bureaucratic pressures on cadres to 
comply with political requirements issued by their superiors—what is known as the 
“upwardly accountable system of governance” in China. In particular, these pressures are 
compounded by the increasing role in security operations in China, particularly in minority 
areas, of the policy of “preventive security,” also known as “preventive control,” or “pre-
emptive policing”—the principle of eliminating potential security threats before they have 
actually taken place. 
 
Pre-emptive policing took its current form in the early 2000s as part of a China-wide 
security policy known as “stability maintenance” (weiwen). That policy required officials to 
implement “preventive control of social stability” (shehui zhi’an fangkong) by establishing 
security systems that would detect threats before they emerge. In Tibet, particular 
emphasis has been placed from 2011 onwards on “three-dimensional preventive control” 
(litihua shehui zhi’an fangkong tixi), referring primarily to forms of digital surveillance, and 
on “eliminating unseen threats”(xiaochu yinhuan), which refers to treating minor issues or 
complaints as forms of serious unrest that have not yet shown their full colors.87 In this 
policy climate, cadres benefit if seen by superiors as having identified security threats 
before they become visible and as having punished those responsible.   
 
The effects of the principle of preventive control are currently most visible in Xinjiang, 
where this approach has underpinned a practice of arbitrary detention on a massive 
scale.88 As Zhang Zhisheng, a leading spokesman for the government in Xinjiang, told a 
BBC reporter in June 2019, “Some people, before they commit murder, already show 
they’re capable of killing. Should we wait for them to commit the crime? Or should we 
prevent it from happening?”89 The Tengdro case took place at a time when pre-emptive 

 
87 See, Human Rights Watch, “Tibet: A Glossary of Repression,” June 19, 2017, https://www.hrw.org/video-
photos/interactive/2017/06/20/tibet-glossary-repression.  
88 “China: Crimes Against Humanity in Xinjiang,” Human Rights Watch news release, April 19, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/19/china-crimes-against-humanity-xinjiang. 
89 “Inside China’s ‘though transformation’ camps,” BBC video clip, YouTube, June 18, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmId2ZP3h0c (accessed June 18, 2021). 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/19/china-crimes-against-humanity-xinjiang
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmId2ZP3h0c
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policing was becoming increasingly prominent in Tibet, and can be understood as a prime 
example of the practice there. And due to specificities of the case—particularly the 
involvement of monks, the location of the monastery near the border in an area that had 
been a principal route for Tibetans fleeing China, the earlier history of political resistance 
in that area, and the fact that the case was initiated by higher-level authorities in Lhasa 
rather than locally—the effects of pre-emptive policing were amplified.  
 
In our view, the severity of the sentences thus likely reflects a “perfect storm” because it 
brought together officials from a number of agencies within China’s bureaucracy at a time 
when preventive control was the guiding principle for security work. This would have led, 
among other things, to multiple officials all seeking to prove their diligence and avoid 
punishment for failing to detect the case in advance.  
 
Such anxiety on the part of officials is due partly to the fact that, in Tibet particularly, 
security is not an issue limited to officials in public security or national security 
departments: all cadres at every level and in every agency have the responsibility to 
identify and counter threats to national security and social stability. In addition, the 
Tengdro case involved overlapping areas of policy and administration—not just the 
management of online communications, but also the management of monasteries, 
transnational funding flows, border security, and other issues. Officials from numerous 
departments would thus have been involved in the case, including, among others, the 
Public Security Bureau, the State Security Bureau, the United Front Work Department, the 
Religious Affairs Bureau, the TAR Internet Affairs Office, and the Internet Management 
Department within the Public Security Bureau. The various Party Committees charged with 
oversight of these agencies at the four levels of administration—township, county, 
prefecture, and region—would have faced particular scrutiny, not to mention the village-
resident and monastery-resident cadre teams stationed in Dranak and in Tengdro 
monastery. Officials in all these agencies were obliged to identify security threats in 
advance, and would have come under pressure to explain why they had not done so in the 
Tengdro case. 
 
As noted above, an important consideration here is that the action against the monks and 
the night raid on the village was initiated by police from Lhasa, not by local authorities. 
Once the Lhasa police launched a full-scale raid on the village, based on messages found 
by chance on Choegyal Wangpo’s phone, local police in Tingri and officials with 
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responsibility for temple management in Tengdro and related issues would have been 
powerless to stop the higher-level agencies from pursuing the investigation. Instead, they 
would have been tempted to act aggressively against the monks in order to protect 
themselves from being accused by the Lhasa authorities of a major failure in their work. 
 
Conversely, cadres in all the agencies involved in the case stood to gain if they could claim 
to have discovered a security threat in a monastery. They would have been especially well 
rewarded by their superiors if that threat was a potential one rather than an actual one, 
because they were required to demonstrate success in carrying out “preventive control.” In 
the Tengdro case, the promotion of Hu Jicheng, the county-level official responsible for 
security and religious management at Tengdro, shortly after the Tengdro monks were 
detained, may have been an indication of such a reward or at least the avoidance of 
punishment; he and others might have protected themselves by exaggerating the evidence 
against the monks.90 
 
Not all officials in Tingri were so fortunate: on March 31, 2021, the Tibet Daily announced 
that a Tibetan official called Buchung Tsering, the head of the Tingri county branch of the 
United Front—the Party agency that is ultimately in charge of religious and nationality 
policies—was being investigated for “grave breakages of discipline and law,”91 a serious 
offense that could easily lead to criminal prosecution. So far, no evidence has emerged 
connecting the investigation of Buchung Tsering to the Tengdro case, but he would 
certainly have had a leading role in that case, and announcements of investigations of this 
kind are rare in Tibet, especially where United Front officials are concerned. 
 
In the analysis below, we show that agencies covering a number of security-related issues, 
such as the management of religion, the monitoring of online communications and funding 
transfers, and security in border areas all had responsibilities that were put in question by 

 
90 By February 2020, Hu had been promoted to the position of deputy head of Public Security for Shigatse municipality. See 
Shigatse Public Security Party Building (日喀则公安党建), [Inspection Guidance], “Comrade Hu Jicheng, member of the Party 
Committee and Deputy Director of the Municipal Public Security Bureau, went to the city detention center to inspect and 
guide epidemic prevention work (【检查指导】市公安局党委委员、副局长胡继成同志深入市拘留所检查指导疫情防疫工

作),” official Weixin account, February 2, 2020, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/7757xUlcuNjHsabZ2TcXmQ (accessed June 19, 
2021).  
91 “Bhuchung Tsering, member of Tingri County Party Standing Committee and head of United Front department, submits to 
disciplinary investigation and oversight inspection (དིང་རི་�ོང་�ད་�ི་�ན་�་འཐབ་�ོགས་གཅིག་�ར་�འི་��་�ང་�་�ང་ཚ�་རིང་གིས་�ིག་�ིམས་�ི་ཞིབ་ད�ད་དང་�་ཞིབ་�ི་བ�ག་ད�ད་དང་
ལེན་�ས་པ།),” Tibet Daily (བོད་�ོངས་ཉིན་རེའི་ཚགས་པར།), March 31, 2021, http://xizang.news.cn/shizhengfalv/2021-03/31/c_139848691.htm 
(accessed June 18, 2021).  
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the case of the Tengdro monks, and suggest that this may have contributed to the hyper-
criminalization and extreme sentencing in that case. 
 

Management of Religion 
Chinese authorities have steadily sought to increase restrictions and controls over 
monasteries throughout Tibet since at least 1996, when all monks and nuns in the TAR 
were required to attend three-month-long patriotic education sessions, to place patriotism 
before religious belief, to denounce the Dalai Lama, and to enroll in monasteries only in 
their home area and only if an existing monk or nun had moved, disrobed, or died.92 
Additional regulations in the TAR banned the construction of new monasteries, set a fixed 
quota on the number of monks and nuns in each monastery, restricted any travel or 
residence by monastics beyond their county, and banned them from conducting 
unauthorized rituals in private homes.93  
 
As previously noted, government control over monasteries in the TAR intensified 
dramatically in 2011, when permanent monastery-resident cadre teams were installed at 
each monastery in the TAR at township-level or above.94 Under a policy known as the Six 
Ones, each cadre stationed in a monastery was required to maintain a file on each monk or 
nun, and to “befriend” them and their families.95 By 2012, the existing “management 
committees” running each monastery, which had consisted of monks from that monastery, 
had been downgraded and placed under the authority of new “temple management 
committees” staffed principally by lay officials and overseen by the new cadre teams.96 
Each monastery has since been required to display a national flag and a portrait of China’s 

 
92 Human Rights Watch, Cutting Off the Serpent's Head: Tightening Control in Tibet, (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1996), 
https://www.hrw.org/report/1996/03/01/cutting-serpents-head-tightening-control-tibet.  
93 International Campaign for Tibet, “When the Sky Fell to Earth: The New Crackdown on Buddhism in Tibet,” July 8, 2004, 
https://savetibet.org/when-the-sky-fell-to-earth-the-new-crackdown-on-buddhism-in-tibet/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
94 “Tibet's officials stress management of monasteries,” Xinhua, January 9, 2012, 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-01/09/content_14403935.htm (accessed June 18, 2021).  
95 Li Chengye, “United Front Work Department of Autonomous Region Party Committee and Autonomous Region Ethnic and 
Religious Affairs Committee Issue a Notice --- Carry Out 'Six Ones' Campaign in Temple Management Organs Throughout the 
Region --- Make One Friend, Conduct One Home Visit, Handle One Concrete Affair in a Down-to-Earth Manner; Build One Set 
of Files, Make One Channel Smooth, Form One Mechanism,” Xizang Ribao online, November 29, 2011. 
96 “China: Tibetan Monasteries Placed Under Direct Rule,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 16, 2012, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/03/16/china-tibetan-monasteries-placed-under-direct-rule.  
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leaders, and to have a library containing official newspapers and a television in order to 
give monks access to state media.97 
 
In December 2017, a policy known as the “Four Standards” was introduced in Tibet 
requiring all monastics to prove, besides their religious knowledge, their “political 
reliability,” their ability to impress or “educate” the public, and their willingness to “play 
an active role at critical moments,” meaning the immediate quashing of any signs of 
political dissent.98 Revisions to national religious affairs regulations passed in 2017 further 
strengthened state controls over the practice of religion, singling out “foreign forces” and 
“foreign influence” in religious institutions as a security threat,99 in line with current 
policies that require the “sinicization” of all religions in China.  
 
Village-level monasteries, like Tengdro, are not usually required to have a cadre team in 
permanent residence at the monastery. Instead, from 2011 onwards, village-level 
monasteries were placed under the management of “temple management committees” 
formed by members of the “two committees”—the village committee and the village Party 
committee—together with appointees from the local township-level government, which in 
the case of Tengdro was the town of Shelkar. Plans to set up a temple management 
committee at Tengdro were already well advanced by 2012, although the first published 
reference to the committee dates only to 2018, shortly after the monastery was restored. 
From that date, however, and perhaps earlier, the temple management committee at 
Tengdro included some cadres and police officials who either lived in the monastery or 
made occasional visits during which they stayed in a specially built house near the 
monastery. In all likelihood, however, the day-to-day running of the monastery and its 
management committee was carried out and supervised not by the township-level 
administration, but by the village-resident cadre team in the village, which we know was 
installed in Dranak from at least 2018. If the township had failed in its oversight work, the 
village work team was supposed to have covered for it, and vice versa. 

 
97 “Official life in Tibetan villages,” Sina (English edition), April 24, 2012, 
http://english.sina.com/china/p/2012/0424/461299.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  
98 “China: New Political Requirements for Tibetan Monastics,” Human Rights Watch news release, October 30, 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/10/30/china-new-political-requirements-tibetan-monastics. 
99 Religious Affairs Regulations (Decree No. 426 of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China on November 30, 
2004, Revised and adopted at the 176th executive meeting of the State Council on June 14, 2017 (宗 教 事 务 条 例（2004 年

11 月 30 日中华人民共和国国务院令第 426 号公, 布 2017 年 6 月 14 日国务院第 176 次常务会议修订通过）), 
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-09/07/content_5223282.htm. 
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The fact that the system of intensive, overlapping monastery management was in place in 
Tengdro has two important implications for the case of the Tengdro monks. Firstly, it 
means that the monks had been under close supervision and surveillance by non-local 
cadres for a year or more before the 2019 police raid. Consequently, their main activities, 
such as reconstruction of the monastery and holding public festivals, must have had 
approval from the authorities, as our sources have claimed.  
 
Second, that cadres and police had been stationed in the monastery and the village 
suggests that, if the monks had done something in the previous year that was illegal, it 
must have been either very minor or hidden from cadres or police. Everything they did 
would have been scrutinized either by the village-resident cadre team, by the temple 
management committee cadres, or by the police stationed in the monastery. None of the 
evidence Human Rights Watch has collected in the 18 months since the arrests, moreover, 
has suggested that the monks were involved in any secret or other violations of  
Chinese law.  
 
In a hyper-securitized system such as Tibet, particularly in religious affairs, it is safer, if not 
essential, for cadres to magnify any accusation of illegality made against local people once 
an accusation has been made by more senior officials. This can lead to a situation in which 
officials cannot afford to drop or contest a case once it has been initiated, even if the 
evidence is minimal, for fear of destroying their own careers or livelihoods. Such 
considerations likely would have been especially pressing for cadres involved in the 
management of monasteries, seen in Tibet as the most sensitive of all security risks.100 
 

Sending Funds Abroad 
For officials involved in monitoring the flow of funds and information across China’s 
borders, similar considerations would have applied: once Lhasa police had accused the 
Tengdro monks of illegally communicating with exiles, those officials would have been 

 
100 For example, at a region-wide meeting on monastery management on June 28, 2019, Party Secretary Wu Yingjie called for 
“Party committees at all levels to place monastery management as an important item on their daily agenda…and investigate 
outstanding issues promptly…”. “Conference on Tibet Monastery Management Work held in Lhasa (བོད་�ི་དགོན་�ེ་དོ་དམ་ལས་དོན་�ི་བ�གས་མོལ་
ཚ�གས་འ�ས་�་སར་འཚ�གས་པ),” ChinaTibetNews, July 2, 2019, http://tb.chinatibetnews.com/zw/zwxw/201907/t20190702_2676262.html 
(accessed June 18, 2021), but not accessible from outside China. On disciplinary proceedings against Tibetan cadres 
accused of divided loyalty, see “China: Tibet Anti-Crime Campaign Silences Dissent,” Human Rights Watch news release, 
May 14, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/14/china-tibet-anti-crime-campaign-silences-dissent. 
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incentivized to define the funds transfer as illegal. This might have contributed in part to 
the long sentences the monks received.  
 
In 2010, the prominent Tibetan businessman, Dorje Tashi, was given an extraordinarily 
long punishment—a life sentence—for sending a small donation to the Dalai Lama.101 This 
seems not to have been a legal offense at the time because, according to a source familiar 
with the case, in court, Dorje Tashi was only accused of a minor financial misdemeanor—
providing false security for a loan—and not formally charged with sending funds abroad. 
However, since 2010, policy regarding transnational funding flows has becoming 
increasingly restrictive in Tibet. A former Tibetan official interviewed by Human Rights 
Watch in 2019 noted that, “current TAR policies, such as on relations between Tibetans 
and foreign individuals and family members in exile, which have always been under 
scrutiny, will be revised and could be managed more strictly.” He added that in particular 
“the monitoring of Tibetans donating the benefits of policies for the economic 
development of Tibet to the Dalai will be stepped up and dealt with to the letter.”  
 
The prediction by this official was confirmed by the promulgation of the TAR's “Twenty 
Prohibitions” of 2019, which specifically forbade the use of online tools to provide funds or 
other assistance to “establish [or] participate in illegal organizations.” The TAR “Notice on 
Not Using Information Networks” of November 2020 went further: it outlawed “providing 
funds” to organizations that support secession (article 5), apparently a reference to the 
Dalai Lama and the exile administration in India.  
 
Since the regulations were issued, authorities in Tibet have taken steps to enforce the new 
regulations and end donations to exiles. In June 2020, officials in Nagchu municipality, 
TAR, detained Tenzin Tharpa, a 39-year-old trader in medicinal herbs and philanthropist 
from Chaktse (Ch.: Qiaze) township in Driru, Nagchu municipality, and his cousin Lhamo, a 
36-year-old mother of three, apparently on charges of having sent money to family 
members or other Tibetans in India. Lhamo was released for medical reasons after two 
months in detention, seriously injured and unable to speak. She died two days later,  

 
101 “China: Free Tibetans Unjustly Imprisoned,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 21, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/china-free-tibetans-unjustly-imprisoned#. 
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apparently as a result of ill-treatment in custody. The sentence, if any, passed on Tenzin 
Tharpa is not yet known.102  
 
According to the Twenty Prohibitions of 2019 and the Notice of 2020, donations sent by 
Tibetans or other citizens of China to Tibetans abroad are illegal only if sent to 
organizations supporting secession or an equivalent objective. Sources report that the 
larger donations sent by the Tengdro monks were intended for humanitarian relief for their 
sister monastery and its community in exile, neither of which are affiliated with the exile 
administration or the Dalai Lama. They therefore do not appear to have broken any laws or 
regulations. The prosecution instead appears to be part of a broader crackdown on contact 
or financial flows between Tibetans inside or outside Tibet, whether illegal or not. As with 
colleagues in other agencies, officials handling the Tengdro case may have sought to 
advance their careers or to protect themselves by claiming to have found a case of 
supposedly illegal cross-border funding. 
 

Increasing Border Security 
The crackdown on the monks of Tengdro monastery coincided with a major drive by the 
authorities in Tibet to intensify security measures in Tibet’s border counties. Tingri, the 
county in which Tengdro is located, is one of 21 counties on TAR’s international borders, 
and, as noted above, the monastery is situated just 60 kilometers north of Mount Everest, 
on China’s border with Nepal.  
 
The TAR authorities began to place increased emphasis on border counties after Xi Jinping 
stated in March 2013 that “to govern the country well we must first govern the frontiers 
well, and to govern the frontiers well we must first ensure stability in Tibet.”103 Chinese 
government officials implemented this border-focus policy initially by increasing 
investment and infrastructure construction in border areas of Tibet—government 
expenditure in Tingri county increased fourfold between 2013 and 2018,104 nearly twice the 

 
102 “China: Tibetan Woman Dies in Custody,” Human Rights Watch news release, October 29, 2020, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/29/china-tibetan-woman-dies-custody. 
103 “Timeline: Xi Jinping and Tibet's development,” Xinhua, March 28, 2019, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-
03/28/c_137930954.htm (accessed June 18, 2021).  
104 All China Data Center (All China Marketing Research Co.), China County Statistics: Government Finance & Banking, Tibet 
2018. Accessed via China Data Online (requires subscription). 
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average for a county in Tibet, and officials announced in 2018 that an airport is to be 
constructed in the county.  
 
However, in October 2017, Xi Jinping issued a statement that residents in Tibetan border 
areas were to “safeguard Chinese territory” and “become guardians of the sacred land” or 
“guardians of Chinese territory”105 Since then, Tibet’s border policy has focused not just on 
construction, but on the intensification of security measures in border areas. An editorial 
in the main Party organ in Tibet, the Tibet Daily, in October 2020, explained that this 
border policy means that Tibet’s priority is to “unswervingly carry out the struggle against 
separatism” and “to further build the first line of defense of the national security barrier, 
and resolutely defend national sovereignty and territorial integrity.”106 The editorial 
identified the security threat on the Tibetan borders as the current Dalai Lama, whom it 
described as “the head of the separatist political group conspiring to [carry out] ‘Tibet 
independence,’ a loyal tool of the international anti-China forces, the general source of 
social unrest in Tibet, and an obstacle to the establishment of Tibetan Buddhism.”  
 
The new border security measures are apparently intended to further restrict unofficial 
communications or transit between Tibetans on opposite sides of the border, even if those 
contacts are with exile religious communities and not with any political organization such 
as the Dalai Lama’s administration in exile. Officials involved at the border show that they 
had successfully identified and punished a case of cross-border contact between Tibetans 
in a border county, even if that contact was commonplace and had no political 
implications. Officials in border counties, such as Tingri, would have been under pressure 
to show results in preventing breaches of border security. They would have stood to gain 
professionally if they could have claimed to have discovered a major breach.  
 
 
 

 
105 An Bajie, “Xi praises Tibet sisters for strengthening border,” China Daily, October 30, 2017, 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-10/30/content_33874582.htm (accessed June 18, 
2021).  
106 “We must adhere to the strategic thought that to govern the country, the borders must be governed; to govern the 
borders, Tibet must be stabilized first — A discussion for the third time of the study and implementation of the spirit of 
General Secretary Xi Jinping's important speech at the Seventh Central Government Work Forum on Tibet (必须坚持治国必治

边、治边先稳藏的战略思想 ——三论学习贯彻习近平总书记在中央第七次西藏工作座谈会上重要讲话精神),” Tibet Daily (西
藏日报), October 22, 2020, http://lyfzt.xizang.gov.cn/zwgk_69/zcfg/yfzl/202010/t20201022_179863.html (accessed June 
18, 2021).  
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History, Profiling, and the Shelkar Choede Case  
As with most legal systems, Chinese law allows for longer sentences if the accused is a 
recidivist. As far as is known, none of the Tengdro monks had any previous convictions. 
However, the authorities and ultimately the courts may have been influenced in their 
decision to impose harsh sentences on the monks not by the record of the individuals in 
the court, but by the history of previous protests or dissent in their family or community. In 
other words, under pressure to demonstrate their enthusiasm for applying the principle of 
preventive control, officials may have inferred a likelihood of future unrest by the Tengdro 
monks from reports of political dissent in their family or their community in the distant 
past, including events that took place even before the defendants were born. This does not 
mean that the Tengdro monks were involved in any political or subversive activity—as we 
have seen, no evidence of that has emerged apart from minor actions like possessing 
photos of the Dalai Lama. It means that, given current Chinese approaches to policing, 
officials may have branded the monks as potential dissidents because of historical acts of 
political resistance by their ancestors or within their community, whether related to them 
or not.  This could have been one of the factors leading to the prosecution of the Tengdro 
monks and the amplification of their sentences. 
 
In fact, Human Rights Watch found no record of unrest, dissent, or protest at Tengdro or in 
Dranak village during the previous 40 years. But there were acts of resistance to Chinese 
rule in Dranak in the 1970s, when five people from the village classified as having 
“reactionary” family backgrounds were imprisoned for allegedly providing assistance to an 
underground armed guerrilla group that was based in exile. Three of the Tengdro monks 
were children or grandchildren of Tibetans imprisoned for political offenses in the Maoist 
era: Choegyal Wangpo is the grandson of Tsering Dondrub, one of the five Tibetans 
imprisoned in the 1970s; Lobsang Jinpa is the son of Tsewang, another of those five 
prisoners; and the late Lobsang Zoepa was the son of Tashi, who had been imprisoned for 
a political offense in the 1960s. In addition, all the Tengdro monks were disciples of 
Sengdrak Rinpoche, who had fled into exile to avoid living under Chinese rule 60 years 
earlier. As in China during the Maoist era, when people were routinely persecuted because 
of the political records of their parents, relatives, or teachers, the state promotion of a new 
approach to policing and security may have triggered a return to this kind of political 
profiling, one in which one’s family and local history can be taken as signs of guilt. 
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Police and officials are also likely to have cited other historical evidence regarding the 
Tengdro monastery not because of anything the monks had done themselves, but because 
of a major case of political dissent in the same district 11 years earlier. That case had 
involved the monastery of Shelkar Choede, 12 kilometers south of Tengdro, of which the 
authorities would certainly have been aware of when they took up the Tengdro case. In the 
Shelkar Choede incident, which occurred in May 2008, a small number of monks at 
Shelkar Choede who had been forced to attend a political education session raised 
objections when told to denounce the Dalai Lama. This led to an argument between the 
monks and the Chinese cadres leading the session. The objections raised by the monks to 
the denunciation of their root teacher, as a matter of religious rather than political belief, 
were not illegal under Chinese law. However, the reaction of the authorities was a raid on 
the monastery by armed police, which ended with the detention of 12 monks.107  
 
Until now, almost nothing has been known about the punishment given to those 12 monks, 
except that the most prominent one, named Khyenrab Tharchin, served five years in prison 
for participating in the argument before being released in poor health in 2013; he died in 
October 2016 at the age of 35, apparently as a result of mistreatment in prison.108  While 
researching this report, however, Human Rights Watch learned that nine of the Shelkar 
Choede monks detained in the 2008 incident have since been released but are prohibited 
from travelling outside their native villages. Two of the other monks who had argued with 
the re-education cadres were given extraordinarily long sentences: Khyenrab Nyima is said 
to have received a 15-year sentence, and Tenzin Gepel is said to have received a 17-year 
sentence. Both these two monks are still serving these sentences. Although the Shelkar 
Choede incident was extremely minor—it did not involve any public demonstration, 
banners, slogans, parade in the streets, let alone violence—the authorities had treated it 
with extreme severity. 
 
The reasons for the exceptionally long sentences imposed on the two monks remain 
unknown. The new information about the Shelkar Choede incident in 2008 shows that 
authorities were already imposing hyperinflated sentences for minor expressions of 

 
107 Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, “12 monks arrested for opposing ‘patriotic education’ campaign,” May 
31, 2008, https://tchrd.org/12-monks-arrested-for-opposing-patriotic-education-campaign/ (accessed June 18, 2021).  
108 “Tibetan Political Prisoner Who Opposed ‘Patriotic Reeducation Campaign’ Dies,” Radio Free Asia, August 9, 2016, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/tibetan-political-prisoner-who-opposed-patriotic-reeducation-campaign-dies-
08092016160702.html (accessed June 18, 2021).  

https://tchrd.org/12-monks-arrested-for-opposing-patriotic-education-campaign/
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political dissent by monks in Tingri even a decade ago. There were exceptional factors at 
that time: the situation in 2008 was especially sensitive because of a major outbreak of 
unrest across Tibet two months earlier, and the Shelkar Choede monks were treated with 
additional severity because they belong to the school of Tibetan Buddhism headed by the 
Dalai Lama. Nevertheless, their case indicates the proclivity of Tingri officials to treat 
monks and monasteries with extraordinary harshness. 
 
The two monasteries had no formal connections and belong to different Buddhist schools, 
but there are some overlaps in their histories. For example, the late Khyenrab Jampel 
(1932–2007), a highly respected monk who led the reconstruction of Shelkar Choede 
monastery, was born in Gyalnor valley, close to Dranak, and was the uncle of Choegyal 
Wangpo. In the Tengdro case, officials may have imagined or feared a link with the earlier 
incident at Shelkar Choede and may have thus theorized that the Tengdro case had the 
potential to revert to a political protest of some kind, as had happened with the  
earlier case. 
 
It is impossible to determine if the Tengdro monks were punished more severely because 
of informal connections with Shelkar Choede or because of the political histories of their 
families, but the similarities between the two cases are striking. Both involved indications 
of sympathy or respect for the Dalai Lama or other exile co-religionists, occurred among 
monks and in a monastery, and took place in the same border area township. Both also 
appear to have involved actions that were legal even under Chinese law, led to trials that 
were never publicized, and resulted in extraordinarily long sentences for the participants 
that have only now become known.  
 
Since the Tengdro monks had no previous record of dissent, officials could not use 
recidivism to justify the long sentences given to them. But instead, in the new climate now 
being fostered by the principle of preventive policing, it is possible that officials invoked 
the family and local histories of the monks and their community in order to justify the 
extreme sentences. Taken together, these and other factors suggest that the draconian 
sentencing of the four monks was due in part to pressure on multiple officials to show that 
they had not failed in their responsibilities and to the steadily increasing impact of 
preventive policing as a security principle in Tibet. 
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Appendix: Letter to WeChat 
  
 

June 9, 2021  
 
Ms. Elizabeth Byun 
WeChat 
Head of Legal and Compliance 
Level 29, Three Pacific Place 
No.1 Queen's Road East 
Wanchai 
Hong Kong 
 
Re: China’s Public Security Bureau surveillance via WeChat in Tibet 
 
Dear Ms. Elizabeth Byun, 
 
Human Rights Watch is an independent, nongovernmental organization that 
monitors and reports on compliance with international human rights 
standards in more than 90 countries around the world. We have been 
reporting on and advocating solutions to human rights abuses in China for 
over 30 years. 
 
We are currently researching the Chinese authorities’ investigation of 
Buddhist monks from the Tengdro Monastery in Tingri County, Tibet 
Autonomous Region (TAR). The research is examining whether and how 
Chinese authorities have complied with domestic law and fulfilled their 
obligations to protect the right to privacy under international human rights 
law.  
 
Human Rights Watch understands that information shared via WeChat has 
been supplied to Ministry of Public Security Bureau (PSB) officials in the TAR. 
In addition, we understand that the TAR PSB maintains an Internet 
Management Department that manages WeChat accounts. 
 

AMSTERDAM  · BEIRUT  · BERLIN · BRUSSELS · CHICAGO · GENEVA  -  GOMA  · JOHANNESBURG  ·  KIEV · KINSHASA  ·  LONDON · LOS ANGELES · MOSCOW ·  NAIROBI  
NEW YORK ·  PARIS  ·  SAN FRANCISCO · SÃO PAULO  ·  SEOUL  ·  SILICON VALLEY  ·  STOCKHOLM  · SYDNEY  · TOKYO  · TORONTO · WASHINGTON  · ZÜRICH 

 

350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor 
New York, NY 10118-3299 
Tel: 212-290-4700 
Fax: 212-736-1300; 917-591-3452 

 
A S I A  D I V I S I O N  
Brad Adams, Executive Director 
Kanae Doi, Japan Director 
Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia Director  
Elaine Pearson, Australia Director 
Sophie Richardson, China Director 
Phil Robertson, Deputy Director 
John Sifton, Advocacy Director 
Patricia Gossman, Associate Director 
Saroop Ijaz, Senior Counsel 
Linda Lakhdhir, Legal Advisor 
Jayshree Bajoria, Senior Researcher 
Andreas Harsono, Senior Researcher 
Sunai Phasuk, Senior Researcher 
Maya Wang, Senior Researcher 
Carlos H. Conde, Researcher 
Sophie McNeill, Researcher 
Yaqiu Wang, Researcher 
Shayna Bauchner, Assistant Researcher 
Riyo Yoshioka, Senior Program Officer 
Teppei Kasai, Program Officer 
Nicole Tooby, Senior Coordinator 
Seashia Vang, Senior Coordinator 
Racqueal Legerwood, Coordinator 
 

A D V I S O R Y  C O M M I T T E E  
David Lakhdhir, Chair  
Orville Schell, Vice-Chair 
Maureen Aung-Thwin 
Edward J. Baker 
Robert L. Bernstein 
Jerome Cohen 
John Despres 
Mallika Dutt 
Kek Galabru 
Merle Goldman 
Jonathan Hecht 
Sharon Hom 
Rounaq Jahan 
Ayesha Jalal 
Robert James 
Joanne Leedom-Ackerman 
Perry Link 
Krishen Mehta 
Andrew J. Nathan 
Xiao Qiang 
Bruce Rabb 
Balakrishnan Rajagopal 
Ahmed Rashid 
Victoria Riskin 
James Scott 
Mark Sidel 
Eric Stover 
Ko-Yung Tung 
Francesc Vendrell 
Tuong Vu 
 

H u m a n  R i g h t s  W a t c h  
Kenneth Roth, Executive Director 
Michele Alexander, Deputy Executive Director, 
Development and Global Initiatives  
Emma Daly, Deputy Executive Director, Media (Acting) 
Barbara Pirto, Operations (Acting) 
Joseph Saunders, Deputy Executive Director, Program 
(Acting) 
Bruno Stagno Ugarte, Deputy Executive Director, 
Advocacy 
 
Colin Mincy, Chief People Officer 
James Ross, Legal and Policy Director 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 63 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JULY 2021 

In the interest of thorough and accurate reporting, we are writing to request further information 
and other perspectives you may have about your activities in this regard. We would appreciate 
your responses to the following questions:  
 

1. In accordance with the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights, what human rights due diligence does WeChat conduct? In particular, how does 
it assess uses of the platform by public security forces in China? 

2. Does WeChat have an agreement regarding data sharing with the TAR PSB? 
3. Does WeChat voluntarily share data with the TAR PSB?  
4. Has WeChat received requests from the TAR PSB to share user data? If so, how does 

WeChat assess the legality of those requests?  
5. What information does WeChat have regarding the TAR PSB’s Internet Management 

Bureau and its use of WeChat? 
6. Does WeChat remove or censor particular terms or topics of discussion on the platform 

inside China, and particularly in Tibetan areas? If so, please provide a list of censored 
terms or topics.  

7. Does WeChat acknowledge that Chinese authorities regularly surveil conversations on 
the platform?  

8. Has WeChat called on those authorities to end that practice? 
 

To be able to reflect your response in our forthcoming publication, we would welcome a 
response to these questions and any other comments you may have by June 23, 2021.  
 
Thank you for your attention to these matters. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Sophie Richardson  
China Director  
Human Rights Watch 
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(above) Deputy Secretary of the Tingri 

County Party Committee Zhang Ling 

(center) during his inspection tour of 

Tengdro monastery in Shekar town, 

Tingri county, Tibet Autonomous Region, 

July 2, 2020.   

Source: Tingri County Public Security 

Bureau official Weixin channel 

(front cover) Monks at Tengdro 

monastery in Shekar town, Tingri 

county, Tibet Autonomous Region, 

during the celebration of the annual gar 

cham or dance ritual, 2017 (from La stod 

Ding ri rdzong khong su yod pa’i rgyal 

gyi shrI bkra shis steng ’gro dgon pa’i 

chos byung nyung bsdus).  
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In recent years, authorities in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) of China have prosecuted 
Tibetan monks on dubious charges, resulting in exceptionally severe sentences.  

“Prosecute Them with Awesome Power”: China’s Crackdown on Tengdro Monastery and 

Restrictions on Communications in Tibet documents for the first time in any media inside or 
outside China the police raid on a monastery in Tingri county, TAR, in 2019. That raid, a result of 
police finding messages to Tibetans outside China on a monk’s cell phone, led to the interrogation 
and detention of about 20 monks.  Most were released after several months, but in September 
2020, the Shigatse Intermediate People’s Court tried four of the monks in secret and found them 
guilty. No details have emerged about what they were accused of doing, other than sending text 
messages on their phones. They were given extraordinarily harsh sentences, ranging from 5 to 
20 years in prison.  

The report draws from official media, including social media, interviews with Tibetans outside 
China, and exile media reports. By analyzing official documents and media, Human Rights Watch 
identifies the probable factors underlying the unprecedented sentences handed down to the 
monks for their everyday communications. It shows the government’s increasing pressures on 
officials to engage in “preventive security,” punishing Tibetans harshly for minor or non-existent 
offences. 

Human Rights Watch urges the Chinese government to immediately release the four imprisoned 
monks and all people wrongfully detained for peaceful speech. 

“Prosecute Them with Awesome Power” 
China’s Crackdown on Tengdro Monastery and Restrictions on Communications in Tibet
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