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There is an
increasing eco-
nomic and social
divide in Tibet.

Per capita dispos-

able income
currently stands
at over US$1800
in the towns, but
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the countryside.
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Tibet Today

Change is afoot in Tibet. The economy is booming; extended train links,
airports and paved roads are revolutionising transport on the plateau;
and Tibet’s urban areas are expanding at an unprecedented rate. As part
of its ‘great leap west’, the Chinese government has poured billions of US
dollars into Tibet’s infrastructure and resettled 1.3 million Tibetans in
new housing, while a domestic tourist boom is fuelling hotel and restau-
rant construction across the plateau.

In most parts of the world this would all be good news, but herein
lies Tibet and China’s conundrum. Alongside the short-term tourists has
come a flood of Chinese immigrants, whom Tibetans claim are the real
beneficiaries of Tibet’s economic boom. Although no figures are avail-
able, it is obvious that many Chinese people - attracted by preferential
loans and tax rates, a less strictly enforced one-child policy, stipends
for a hardship posting and easy business opportunities - are setting up
shop in urban centres all over Tibet.

As the face of Tibet changes, many Tibetans feel they are becoming
increasingly marginalised in their own land. China reminds them that
it has brought in education, health and infrastructure, and spent mil-
lions renovating monasteries. Tibetan groups maintain that it is mostly
Chinese immigrants who run Tibet’s businesses, and that monasteries
remain under tight political control and exist largely for tourism. The
Chinese counter that they are just trying to bring economic prosperity
to one of its most backward provinces, at a large financial loss. (Then
everyone storms out of the room.)

Tibet’s long-simmering tensions boiled over on 10 March 2008, the
anniversary of the Dalai Lama’s flight into exile, kicking off several days
of protests by monks from Lhasa’s big monasteries. As protest turned to
violence, at least 19 people, mostly Han Chinese, were Killed in rioting
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