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For millennia, the Himalayas have been a bridge 
between the Indic and Tibetan civilizations, with the 
great physical barrier witnessing constant contacts 
between two cultures, which shared an aspiration 
for deeper values in life. The Himalayas have 
undoubtedly dominated Indian spiritual life. Some of 
the earliest Sanskrit texts state that the country south 
of the Himalayas and north of the ocean is called 
‘Bharat’, which since very early on has been a source 
of inspiration for Tibetan society. 
 There is both a shared spiritual lore as well as 
cultural life between India and Tibet that ranges 
from religion, including the Nalanda tradition, to 
the written script to medical knowledge to trade and 
commerce. This policy paper offers some suggestions 
to try to revive the kinship between the two nations. It 
explores ways to bring new life to the cultural, social, 
religious and political links, which existed between 
Tibet and India in the past. 

I The Importance of the Dalai Lama
With the occupation of Tibet in the 1950s, an 
ancient world disappeared, and in the process, India 
lost a friend, a neighbour and a peaceful border. The 
situation soon worsened in Tibet with the Dalai Lama 

fleeing to India in March 1959. After he was given 
refugee status by India, relations with China reached 
a point of no return.
 Soon after, the Indo-Tibetan border became 
“disputed”, with intrusions taking place in Longju 
in the North-East Frontier Agency (NEFA) and 
Kongka-la in Ladakh, forcing Delhi to suddenly 
realize that India had a new neighbour and that 
the boundary had not been settled, as the Indian 
Government had wishfully thought in 1954. The 
hundreds of letters and notes exchanged between the 
two countries (published in the 14 White Papers), 
bear testimony to this. Though the kinship of 
shared values and history between India and Tibet 
has remained (Tibet has always been closer to India 
than China), unfortunately, it did not translate into a 
coherent Indian policy for the Tibetan refugees or for 
the populations of India’s border regions. 

II The Need for a New 
Coordinated Policy
In view of the present situation on the borders, it 
is necessary to think what might constitute a new 
approach towards Tibet and the Tibetan refugees in 
India as well as to India’s own border populations.
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 At the outset, instead of having a new policy 
for Tibet only, it would be better to have a common 
policy for the Himalayan belt and Tibet, which have 
shared countless cultural, spiritual, strategic and 
economic similarities. The following suggestions shall 
therefore be called a “Himalayan and Tibetan Affairs 
Policy”.
 One fundamental principle should guide this 
new policy—India should look after her own interests, 
and only then the interests of those who are ethnically 
or culturally close to India, i.e., the Tibetans. It seems 
an obvious point but has not always been the case. It 
is unfortunate that today India faces a country which 
still believes that power comes out of the barrel of 
a gun. Without emulating China, India needs to 
look after its own interests and be honest, frank and 
straightforward about its Tibet Policy.

III Coordination between different 
Stakeholders
Whatever overall policy is adopted by the 
Government of India, coordination is crucial. In 
view of the individualistic tendencies of the Indian 
bureaucracy, this is imperative to achieve the targeted 
aim of the policy. If there is no coordination between 
the different stakeholders—the Ministries of External 
Affairs and Defence, including the Indian Army; 
Home Affairs, including the Indo-Tibetan Border 
Police (ITBP), the National Security Council 
Secretariat, intelligence agencies, etc; Education; 
and Culture, among others—it will just be one more 
futile new policy.
 A good system of coordination with all the 
stakeholders will be the crux of any new policy. Here 
are some suggestions:
 First, create a Department of Himalayan and 
Tibetan Affairs (DHTA) under the PMO:

•	 DHTA to be headed by an officer with 
experience in border management 
(perhaps a retired Lt Gen with experience 
of military operations).

•	 The DHTA will have to formulate 
Himalayan and Tibetan Affairs policy/
policies.

•	 The DHTA will interact with all the 
ministries/departments for a smooth 
implementation of the policy/policies 
once they are decided.

•	 The DHTA will be responsible for 
border management/development/
coordination with different state 
governments/ministries/army/ITBP,  
etc.

•	 The DHTA will be responsible for the 
coordination of Tibetan Affairs with the 
Office of the Dalai Lama and the Central 
Tibetan Administration (CTA) and the 
Tibetans in general.

•	 The DHTA will bring environmental, 
economic and strategic issues in the 
region to the notice of the government 
and coordinate between the different 
ministries/departments/agencies.

•	 The DHTA should promote trade and 
pilgrimage in the Himalayas and in  
Tibet

•	 The DHTA will encourage better 
relations and understanding between the 
different schools of Tibetan Buddhism, 
whether in the Himalayan region or in 
Tibetan settlements. 

•	 The DHTA will help bridge the gap 
often existing between the Himalayan 
populations and the welfare of the 
Tibetan refugees in India. 

•	 The DHTA will organize a yearly 
Conclave of the Chief Ministers/Lt 
Governors of the Himalayan States in 
order to develop common policies with 
respect to the environment, tourism, 
migration, culture, defence, etc.

•	 The DHTA will take up, on a priority 
basis, the abrogation of the colonial-era 
Inner Line/Protected Area/Restricted 
Area Permit system. New solutions 
can be found, if genuine cases arise 
(as for instance the application of the 
Sixth Schedule of the Constitution for 
Ladakh).
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•	 The DHTA will take up human 
rights violations of Himalayan people 
including of Gilgit-Baltistan in Ladakh 
district currently under Pakistani 
occupation, and of Tibetans, with 
appropriate bodies/agencies, when 
required. This will be done with the 
concerned ministry.

This list of suggestions is, of course, not exhaustive.

IV Relations with the Dalai Lama
This is a crucial issue. The views of both the 
Government of India and the Office of the Dalai 
Lama will need to be in harmony. Unless there is a 
sincere will from both sides to work together, any 
new policy will have no meaning. Ultimately, Delhi 
should get the Dalai Lama more involved in Indian 
affairs, especially related to the Northern borders. 
 For the purpose, meetings first with the Prime 
Minister and later the External Affairs Minister 
and the National Security Advisor will have to be 
institutionalized. It will establish a base to coordinate 
further policies and subsequent actions. 
 As part of this process, the Government of 
India (GOI) should officially and publicly endorse 
the selection process chosen by the Dalai Lama for 
his successor. In other words, it must actively counter 
and oppose the system of choosing reincarnated 
lamas currently employed by Beijing under which it 
also threatens to choose the Dalai Lama’s successor.

V Relations with the Central 
Tibetan Administration
Following the first contacts with the Dalai Lama, 
healthy and regular interaction with the CTA will 
be a crucial factor for a successful Tibet Policy. An 
important issue to tackle is to stop the exodus of the 
Tibetan refugees living in India to the West.
 The following are some suggestions that would 
need to be worked out:

•	 Remove the Protected Area Permit for 
the Tibetan settlements.

•	 A visa policy for Tibetan refugees, i.e., 
a five-year automatic extension for RC 
holders, should be implemented by all 
FRROs, without exception or excuses.

•	 If a Tibetan living for a long time in 
India, wants to become an Indian 
national, India should offer Indian 
citizenship to him/her irrespective of 
their date of birth. 

•	 In the field of education, the DHTA will 
continue to ensure the education of the 
younger generation of Tibetans as in the 
past, trying to facilitate their integration 
in India’s mainstream, while providing 
support to them to preserve their 
Tibetan identity and heritage, including 
language, religion and customs.

•	 Some of the following issues will have to 
be examined:

•	 Facilitation for the entry of Tibetan 
refugees in any Indian educational 
institution.

•	 Only fees as for Indians and not as for 
foreigners should be charged for Tibetan 
college students in India.

•	 The new policy should facilitate the 
affiliation of Tibetan colleges, including 
monastic institutions, with Indian 
Universities.

VI Cultural Policy
India should take the lead in the promotion of 
Tibetan Buddhism and culture in India and abroad 
and not leave it to the Communist Party of China to 
do so, as it is happening today. 
What can be done?

•	 Tibetans should be encouraged to join 
the Nalanda University, which should 
develop closer ties with Indian and 
Tibetan educational institutions, such as 
the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan 
Studies (CIHTS), a deemed university 
at Sarnath or the Institute of Buddhist 
Studies in Leh, Ladakh.
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•	 Conferences/conclaves should be 
organized to promote Buddhism.  
This should be done in collaboration 
with countries such Myanmar, Japan, 
Korea, Vietnam, the US, Australia,  
etc.

•	 Promotion of the Tibetan Institute 
of Performing Arts (TIPA) as well as 
exchanges with Himalayan art and dance 
troupes/organizations.

•	 Encourage Tibetan institutions, such 
as the Tibet Policy Institute (TPI), to 
collaborate with public and private 
Indian think-tanks through research and 
exchange agreements/programmes.

•	 The Government should promote 
sports amongst the Tibetan refugees, 
encouraging them to participate in 
Indian competitions.

•	 The Government should share with the 
CTA (and vice-versa) any information 
on the Shugden movement,1 which has 
clearly been initiated by China to sow 
discord amongst the Tibetan refugees in 
India. 

•	 The Government should actively assist 
the CTA in India and abroad.

•	 The Department of Security of the 
CTA should be able to collaborate 
whenever necessary with the Indian  
agencies.

VII Promotion of Himalayan and 
Tibetan Cultures
This is a vital issue at a time when China promotes 
the cultures of the ‘minorities’ of the border areas in 
Tibet and is still claiming Arunachal Pradesh as part 
of Southern Tibet.

 Here are some suggestions:
•	 Encourage Himalayan, Tibetan and 

Chinese studies by public and private 
Indian universities and research 
institutions, including the Indian 
Institute of Advanced Studies in Simla 
or “Himalayan” universities, such as 
the new University of Ladakh, the Rajiv 
Gandhi University in Itanagar, the 
Garhwal University, and so on

•	 Restart All India Radio Tibetan language 
broadcasts. 

•	 Promote Tibetan and Himalayan 
culture, via films, conferences, etc.

•	 Introduce the Bothi language in 8th 
Schedule of the Indian Constitution.

•	 Promote the Sowa Rigpa system of 
medicine, while providing a leading role 
to Mentsekhang (Dharamsala) and the 
amchis of Ladakh.

•	 Promote the art and culture of the 
Himalayas and Tibet, through creation 
of museums, exhibitions, crafts, etc.

•	 Promote the culture of Himalayan 
tribes through electronic media/cultural 
programmes/festivals. For example, 
India should promote the culture and 
traditions of ethnic groups living in 
Arunachal Pradesh and also organize a 
Tsangyang Gyatso to commemorate the 
6th Dalai Lama who was born in Tawang

•	 Prepare public education films on all 
the Himalayan tribes/populations from 
Ladakh to Arunachal Pradesh.

VIII Diplomacy and Trade
Trade has been an important component of the 
relations between India and Tibet for centuries. To 

 1 The members of the Shugden sect (named after a deity ‘protecting’ the Gelukpa school) promote the supremacy of this 
school of Tibetan Buddhism over the others (Sakyapa, Nyingmapa or Kargyudpa); for his part, the Dalai Lama has always taken 
a non-sectarian approach and supported all the schools of Tibetan Buddhism as well as the pre-Buddhist Bon tradition. The 
Shugden practitioners have, however, vociferously opposed this religious position of the Tibetan leader. There is evidence of the 
Chinese state’s funding and involvement in the Shugden movement in Tibet itself as well as in the West.
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change the 1962 narrative, it is essential to restart 
efforts to reopen the Indian Consulates General in 
Lhasa and Kashgar. Past attempts to reopen the Indian 
Consulate General in Lhasa were unsuccessful but 
efforts by the Government of India need to continue 
in this direction. It would go a long way to resurrect 
the centuries-old “silk roads” between India and the 
Tibetan plateau as well as with Central Asia.

IX Improvement of the  
Kailash Pilgrimage
The April 1954 Tibet Agreement mentioned that 
Indian pilgrims going on the Kailash pilgrimage 
(yatra) would not need a passport or a visa from the 
Tibetan Government, that they would be able to do 
so “in accordance with custom”.2 Though it might 
be difficult to return to this situation, pilgrimage 

should nevertheless be encouraged, and efforts should 
continue to persuade China to open more facilities. 

X Conclusions
To conclude, it should be noted that solving the Tibet 
issue will not solve India’s border with China, but the 
active support of the Tibetan refugees will be helpful. 
Some of the measures mentioned above will have a 
salutary effect on reducing the mistrust between 
Himalayan populations and the Tibetans. The two 
principles enunciated at the beginning, perfect 
coordination between the ministries/departments/
agencies and the agreement and participation of the 
Dalai Lama will be crucial to make any new policy 
meaningful. A strong research-based approach to 
backing and developing the suggested policies also 
needs to be emphasized. 

 2 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. 1954. Agreement on Trade and Intercourse with Tibet Region. 
29 April. Bilateral/Multilateral Documents. https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/7807/Agreement_on_Trade_
and_Intercourse_with_Tibet_Region

https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/7807/Agreement_on_Trade_and_Intercourse_with_Tibet_Region
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/7807/Agreement_on_Trade_and_Intercourse_with_Tibet_Region

