Tibet:
Making
Waves Atop
The World
by Manosij Guha

Sprawled across the towering Himalayas at an average of 15,000
feet, Tibet is the top of the world.
Its lofty peaks include Mount Everest, while mountain lakes and
glaciers give birth to such mighty
waterways as the Yangtze and Indus. Once the remotest region in
the world, its doors are opening to

Lamas Supreme for Centuries
Since the 7th century Tibet has practiced its own brand of Buddhism
that relies on incarnate religious
leaders or lamas. Supreme is the
Dalai Lama or “Ocean of Wisdom,”
with the Panchen Lama a close second in hierarchy and importance.

the world partly because of China’s

Tibet has attracted adventurers,

forcible occupation.

invaders and ascetics with equal
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gusto to imbibe its untold riches—material or otherwise. The devoutness of the people and their adherence to a code of nonviolence has
made them easy prey for marauding invaders, who since early times
have streamed across the nation’s unguarded frontiers.
Tibet gradually acquired a spirit of nationhood, but the resulting kingdom was fractured by internecine rivalry. In a tumultuous history, it
has been conquered by powerful Chinese and Mongolian neighbors and
has twice dallied as a short-lived independent entity.

Gyatsola Pass, at 17,126
feet, is only partway up

British Endorse Chinese Rule

the high road to Lhasa.

More recently, Tibet became an unwitting pawn of Czarist Russia and
the British Empire in India, with each player wanting to bring the vast
kingdom under its sphere of inﬂuence. Both powers sent emissaries
to curry favor from the Dalai Lama—the temporal as well as spiritual
head.

M. Guha

The 1890 Sikkim-Tibet convention aimed at opening border trade was
rejected by Tibet, which ultimately led to a British military expedition
by Sir Francis Younghusband in 1904. Starting from his base in northeastern India—with 1,000 troops augmented by 10,000 servants and
4,000 yaks—he quickly overran the Gyantse fort in central Tibet.
Younghusband awaited word from the Tibetan government in Lhasa.
When none was forthcoming, he marched into Lhasa to ﬁnd that the
Dalai Lama had taken refuge among his own people in Mongolia. The
British then established permanent missions in Lhasa and the western
city of Gartok.
In order to end Russian inﬂuence in the region, the Sino-British Agreement of 1906 was signed. As it provided a basis for permanent Chinese
rule over Tibet, this document between two foreign empires sealed
Tibet’s fate.

Radio became
a key player
in upheavals
plaguing Tibet.

In high-rise Tibet, even
valleys and plateaus
can sock travelers with
mountain sickness.
M. Guha
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Miss Wenxin produces
such English programs
as “Holy Tibet” at Xizang
Radio-CTB.

Xizang Radio

Radio Arrives, but not Broadcasts
Despite Tibetan rejection of modern civilization, during the 1930s fascinating new
technology appeared: a point-to-point radio
transmitter. This newfangled medium was
to become a key player in upheavals that
were to plague this isolated kingdom.
“Radio” entered the Tibetan vocabulary in
1934, when a new word for it had to coined.
This happened when the Chinese emperor
of the Qing dynasty sent General Huang Musung on a condolence mission to commemorate the passing of the 13th Dalai Lama.
Along with him came Tibet’s ﬁrst wireless
transmitter. When the general returned to
China, he left the contraption behind under
the care of a trusted Chinese operator who
worshiped its every bolt and capacitor.

Sir Basil’s Drowned Transmitter

the Weekly Telegraph and The Guardian,
these provided anecdotal accounts of how
wireless operations started in the remote
region.
Nepean was a subaltern serving in the
Peshawar District Signals in the North
West Frontier province of India, in what
is present-day Pakistan. He was assigned
to the mission to Tibet in the summer of
1936, along with Lieutenant Sidney Dagg
of the Royal Signals and Hugh Richardson,
Britain’s last diplomatic envoy in Lhasa.
The mission had been proposed by the
government of Tibet, then temporarily under
Regency rule between Dalai Lamas. The
government wanted Britain to mediate for
the return of the Panchen Lama, the secondmost senior religious leader in Tibet, who
had ﬂed to China after falling out with the
13th Dalai Lama.

This ﬂyspeck radio monopoly ended in 1936
with the arrival of the British Political Mission
under Sir Basil Gould. With him came more
up-to-date radio equipment so the Tibetan
government could communicate with
outlying ofﬁcials. Alas, the Chinese radio
operator’s attachment to the old transmitter
was so strong that he was reduced to tears.

Nepean took to Lhasa a point-to-point
transmitter built in the signals regiment’s
workshops at Rawalpindi, also in presentday Pakistan, along with a privately built
receiver. This and all his other radio equipment was carried across the 14,600 foot
(4,450 meter) Nathu-La pass from Sikkim in
northeastern India into Tibet by a party of
50 men and 25 pack animals.

Glowing obituaries in 2002 marked the
death of Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Evan Nepean,
Bart, the mission’s radio operator. In both

En route, the transmitter was accidentally
dropped into a river and had to be rebuilt.
Then the 120 pound (54 kilo) battery charg-
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ing engine refused to work at Tibet’s high
altitude. Some returned to India to build a
hand-cranked charger, then carried it back
to Tibet. Given the altitude and distances
involved, all this was no mean task.
Nepean set up his tent, transmitter and
receiver in the Deyki Lingka garden, the
mission’s base. The aerial was supported
by a 40 foot (12 meter) mast, and regular
contact was kept up with India on 30 meters
shortwave. Among other things, he helped
to ﬁlm the mission with a 16 mm movie
camera and played soccer as a member of
the “Mission Marinots” team against “Lhasa
United.”
However, radiocommunication on such a
small scale was grossly inadequate, and
many “Western” improvements were rolled
back because of rivalry between the 13th
Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama.

Roosevelt Provides New Transmitters
Matters came to a head in 1942 when Chinese Nationalist troops took advantage of
poor communication to penetrate deep into
eastern Tibet. When President Roosevelt’s
envoys visited Lhasa later that year, Tibetan
authorities had new radio transmitters high
on their wish list. The hope was to set up
wireless communications throughout the
region, starting with the invasion-prone
reaches of Chamdo, Gartok, Nagchuka,
Tsona and Rima.
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Their wish was realized. Three transmitters
and ﬁve receivers were donated by the
American government, and there was more:
The British added two wireless sets and
battery chargers, along with much-needed
training of wireless operators.
Operator training was ﬁrst undertaken in
Lhasa, but eventually a number of young
ethnic Tibetans from adjoining India were
added. These served not only as radio operators in Lhasa, but also for the Tibetan army
in the eastern province of Kham in presentday Sichuan. Thus, despite the reluctance
of Tibetans to modernize, defense requirements kick-started wireless communication
which led to the development of Tibetan
broadcast radio.

Broadcasting Finally Begins
Radio equipment donated by the American government served a dual purpose.
Besides being a communication lifeline
to the far reaches of Tibet’s vast territory,
the same infrastructure was also used to
initiate broadcasting to the public. In 1945
the United States government followed up
its earlier aid with three broadcast studios,
along with technicians to install equipment
and train Tibetan journalists.
It was fully ﬁve years, in January 1950, before the station, Radio Lhasa, put out its ﬁrst
programs. It aired only half an hour each
day at 5:00 PM local time—mostly news in

Veriﬁcations don’t get
much better than this card
from Tibet’s “drowned
transmitter.”
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Drumming up support:
Unlike in Tibet, traditional
singing and dancing are
cultural staples among
Tibetan exiles.
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Tibetan and English, along with a newscast
in Chinese read by Phuntsok Tashi Takla, the
Dalai Lama’s brother-in-law.
Radio Lhasa was used for ofﬁcial pronouncements, especially during major
events. The ﬁrst was the installation of the
14th Dalai Lama, which ran: “We have the
honor to announce that Radio Lhasa will
broadcast an announcement of the enthronement of His Holiness the Dalai Lama,
the ruler of Tibet, together with a proclamation of the Tibetan government to the
Tibetan people and the world, on Friday,
November 17, 1950, at 5:45 PM Indian Standard Time.”
As Tibet did not have its own time zone, the
use of Indian Standard Time was commonplace. Today, “Beijing Time” is mandated for
use throughout Tibet, putting Lhasa, despite
its western location, in the same time zone
as Perth, Australia.
Shortly afterwards, the Tibetan government
set up a second station in Chamdo province
towards the east, then a third in the town of
Nagchuka in northeastern Tibet.

World Band Radios Commonplace
Since the mid-1930s it appears that a number of households in Lhasa and the other

big cities of Shigatse and Gyantse have had
world band radios. The uncluttered airwaves provided clear reception not only of
Radio Lhasa, but also Radio Peking, All India
Radio and other stations broadcasting to
the region.
Such was the zeal for radio reception that
some enterprising individuals even built
their own receivers, while aristocrats and
lamas used their wealthier Muslim friends
and business associates to monitor news
from Indian broadcasts. This freedom of
information is a far cry from present-day
Tibet, where listening to unapproved broadcasts can mean conﬁscation of the receiver,
denial of privileges and jail time.

Chinese Invasion Obliterates Identity
Just under a year after the launch of Radio
Lhasa, the invading People’s Liberation
Army reached the city. This brought independent Tibet’s broadcasting experiments to
an abrupt end.
Peace proved to be elusive, given the
widespread destruction, and about the only
thing Tibetans were liberated of was their
independence. Tibet’s small and ill-equipped
army was quickly overrun, and by the summer of 1951 Chinese troops were marching
into the capital Lhasa.
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Thus began the darkest chapter in Tibetan
history. The invasion and its aftermath lead
to 1.2 million deaths, massive destruction
of historical ediﬁces, wholesale atrocities
against civilians, and the obliteration of
Tibet’s traditions and way of life. The nation
was robbed of any sense of national identity.
The 16-year-old Dalai Lama was forced to
come to terms with the Chinese, and tried
to maintain an uneasy coexistence with the
occupying forces. Nevertheless, the outlying
provinces of Kham and Amdo were stripped
from Tibet and annexed by the adjoining
Chinese provinces of Sichuan, Gansu and
Yunnan. Even now tensions between ethnic
Tibetans and Chinese settlers continue to
arise in these areas, usually over the great
cultural and economic disparities between
them.
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continues to live in neighboring India. “They
even translate the songs that we sing to
check if there’s anything subversive” says a
recent escapee, whose name roughly translates into “Happy Flower.”
But happiness is the one thing she is not
about, having left behind her entire family
that she is unlikely to see again for years to
come. “In school, all teachers are Chinese
and we are taught hardly any Tibetan. We
are encouraged to use Chinese pronunciation of Tibetan words. Our traditional
dances have been changed to match the
Chinese opera.”
Nearly 3,000 Tibetans ﬂee to Nepal every
year, usually in winter when there is heavy
snowfall along the southern border. She
explains, “We took a bus to Shigatse, the

Afterwards, the Chinese began in earnest
to impose communist norms, whereupon
the very essence of Tibetan life—Buddhism—came under threat. In 1956, the
siege and bombing of Lithang Monastery in
Kham sparked a revolt that transformed the
region into a tinderbox of armed uprising.
Khampa tribesmen, known for their martial
skill, took to the hills to wage a guerrilla
campaign.

Tibet Today
The Chinese Communist Party is now the ultimate political and administrative authority
in Tibet. The region’s party secretary is the
key ﬁgure, and effectively runs the government of the Tibet Autonomous Region.
But this degree of control from Beijing didn’t
happen quickly or without a price. Monasteries which had been the epicenter of
Tibetan life were destroyed en masse in the
1960s and 1970s during the “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.” Countless Tibetan
lives were lost, with notorious outrages
being committed on Buddhist priests and
nuns.
The Chinese authorities continue to suppress Tibetan identity. They closely monitor
and punish monasteries viewed as hubs for
Tibetan autonomy or the Dalai Lama, who

The Gyantse Kumbum’s serene surroundings contrast
with the historic battle fought below between the
Tibetans and the British.
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second largest city of Tibet. Then we continued on foot in small groups for 20 days
on old mountain paths. We traveled through
the treacherous terrain at night, hiding by
day from army patrols. Once we came very
close to being discovered, but we remained
quiet and hid in the shadows.”

Woman’s tribal splendor on display in the exile center of
Dharamsala.

IKE’S

M. Guha

Only the rich can afford the steep smugglers’ fee of 1,000 yuan (about 132 dollars);
the rest attempt to ﬂee solo. Ironically, it is
those in high places—party ofﬁcials, police
and cadres—who are most likely to send
their children to India for a proper education
and to learn Tibetan religion and culture.
Those who aren’t caught arrive at a reception center on the outskirts of the Nepal-

SECRET

WAR

The relative stillness of the airwaves above this remote kingdom was shattered in the
1950s, when radio was resurrected by the CIA’s then-biggest covert aid package for any
nation. Although targeted to Tibetan nationalists, the program was a stepchild of the “lost
China” concerns of the time.
Hardy tribesmen from eastern Tibet were recruited as operatives and trained at camps in
Saipan, Colorado and, later, Nepal. When the Tibetan resistance was ready, the CIA began
to drop parachute missions in small batches into Tibet. Radio equipment formed a key
part of these airdrops, as the aim was to set up a rudimentary communications backbone
to aid in the insurgency that was to follow. Soon the air was ﬁlled with coded messages,
which were later followed by high-speed burst transmissions initially hand-keyed on
magnetic tape.

Eisenhower Follows Leader’s Escape
Many uprisings that followed were fraught with misfortune and inadequacy. In 1959, after
a failed anti-Chinese insurgency, the 14th Dalai Lama ﬂed Tibet and set up a governmentin-exile in India. His escape was monitored by CIA operatives who were able to brief
President Eisenhower on the spiritual leader’s daily progress to India.
The Dalai Lama’s request for asylum and the Indian Prime Minister’s ready response were
then transmitted worldwide by two CIA-trained monks using a transmitter powered by a
hand-cranked generator. So dramatic was the escape of the Dalai Lama and his entourage
disguised as soldiers that it has been immortalized in the 1997 Hollywood blockbuster
“Kundun” by director Martin Scorsese.

Rebels Centered in Colorado and India
Buoyed by the success of the two radio operators in central Tibet, the CIA was now keen
to step up its involvement. A top secret training facility was built at Camp Hale, a disused
World War Two military base high in Colorado’s Rocky Mountains. By the time the camp
ceased to function in October 1964, some 259 Tibetans had been trained there. Following
the debacle of the Sino-Indian War of 1962, Indian Prime Minister Nehru turned for help to
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ese capital of Kathmandu. It is run by the
Tibetan government-in-exile in cooperation with UNHCR. However, the Nepalese
government, which considers China to be an
important ally, does not allow refugees to
tarry before they are packed off for India.
The Indian government provides travel
documents and identity papers recognized
by several countries. These allow Tibetan
exiles to travel internationally. However,
most proceed to pay homage to the Dalai Lama in Dharamsala, then go off to an
institute of higher learning with branches
throughout India. The government-in-exile
provides material and moral support, while
every exile pays a nominal “voluntary” tax.
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New Invaders
In the 1980s, under international pressure, China
eased its grip on Tibet, introducing Open Door
reforms and boosting investment. This has translated to large scale development of its western
hinterland, with upgrades to basic infrastructure,
communications, roads and mining. But Tibetans
have had little say in any of these projects.
Today’s tourism and ongoing modernization stand
in stark contrast to Tibet’s former isolation. Ironically, some of the well-known religious centers,
which were once anathema during the cultural
revolution, have been resurrected and renovated
at great effort and expense to cater to the “new
invaders”—tourists. These venerated institutions

America, which responded swiftly. India then became an active partner in Tibet’s pro-independence movement.
According to the Los Angeles Times, citing declassiﬁed intelligence documents released
by the State Department, the CIA gave the Tibetan exile movement 1.7 million dollars a
year through much of the 1960s. The funding was part of the agency’s effort to undermine the governments of communist nations, notably China and the Soviet Union.
Amid allegations that the Dalai Lama was on Washington’s payroll, Tibetan exiles have
acknowledged that they once received support from American intelligence. Moreover, the
Dalai Lama in his 1990 autobiography, Freedom in Exile, admitted that his brothers made
contact with the CIA in 1956.
All indications are that these contacts ended decades ago. Nevertheless, China continues
to accuse the Dalai Lama of being an agent of foreign forces seeking to separate Tibet
from China.

Nixon Nixes Support
All covert American aid ended abruptly
when then-President Richard Nixon
made his historic opening to China in
1972.
This came as a hammer blow to Tibetan
exiles, who had long trusted America
to uphold their movement as an effective force. Indeed, so distraught were
Tibetan ﬁghters when urged by the
Dalai Lama to lay down arms, a number
chose instead to throw themselves into
a river and drown.
The Dalai Lama now advocates autonomy for Tibet
under Chinese rule.

M. Guha
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Souvenir shops and an
army camp have altered
the aura of Tibet’s revered
Potala Palace.

M. Guha

now comprise a 50 million dollar enterprise where even senior monks have been
downgraded to tour guides and tourists get
priority over Tibetan pilgrims.
Nowhere is this more obvious than at
Lhasa’s magniﬁcent Potala palace, which
is getting a 21 million dollar facelift. The
magniﬁcent ediﬁce was once home to the
Dalai Lama, and it is here that many of his
predecessors are interred. For ordinary Tibetans, the palace is a venerated pilgrimage
destination, but they are allowed to climb to
the hilltop palace for only a few hours a day.
All other times are reserved for high-paying
tourists.
The Potala once bisected the capital into
Tibetan and Chinese quarters. Now, rapid
sinocization has replaced traditional markets and thoroughfares with broad avenues
and shopping malls. Even the area before
the venerated Jokhang temple now sports
a large square that serves as a gloriﬁed bus
depot and resting place for tourists.
One of the jewels of Chinese development
in Tibet is the ongoing construction of a
railway line from Lhasa to Xinning in western China. Touted as the highest railway in
the world, it is expected to open in 2007,
bringing an end to the isolation of the region
while giving a massive boost to economic
expansion. It would only facilitate migration of settlers from China, who lured by

new economic opportunities and incentives,
have already been arriving in increasing
numbers—to the point where Tibetans, like
native Americans two centuries ago, are
becoming a minority in their own land.

Autonomy or Independence?
The Dalai Lama, who continues to push for
Tibetan independence, was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1989. Since then there
have been intermittent indirect contacts
between China and the Dalai Lama as they
seek some sort of workable solution.
Chinese pressure has meant apathy from
world powers, which has forced the Dalai
Lama to abandon outright Tibetan nationhood. Instead, he now advocates a nonviolent, negotiated solution and accepts the
notion of genuine autonomy for Tibet under
Chinese sovereignty. China, in turn, questions his claim that he does not seek full
independence.
On the eve of his 70th birthday and after
50 years of Chinese rule, the Dalai Lama
explained, “I once again want to reassure
the Chinese authorities that as long as I
am responsible for the affairs of Tibet, we
remain fully committed to the Middle Way
Approach of not seeking independence for
Tibet and are willing to remain within the
People’s Republic of China. I am convinced
that in the long run such an approach is of
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Broadcasting Station”—“Xizang Guangbo
Dientai,” Xizang being Chinese for ChinaTibet.
Xizang Radio is headquartered in a fortiﬁed
complex in the shadow of the Potala Palace
in bustling central Lhasa. Across the road
on a smaller hill are its FM transmitter towers. Since 2002 the station has offered four
program streams totaling over 78 hours.
These include a Tibetan news channel, a
news channel in Chinese, a channel in the
Kham dialect and the FM outlet—“City Life.”
Tibetan language programs, initially nine
hours a day, have been extended to 21
hours. New programs in Kham and Amdo
dialects are also being added to counter foreign world band stations. When not carrying
its own programs, the station airs Tibetan
programs from China National Radio’s Minorities Service in Beijing—these are aired
in one-hour segments four times a day.

Antenna mast pierces the sky at Lhasa’s broadcasting
complex.

M. Guha

beneﬁt to the Tibetan people for their material progress.”

Radio Changes After Chinese Victory
Immediately following Chinese military
victory, broadcasting in Tibet, as in China
proper, used wired loudspeakers. To this
end, the “Tibet Wired Radio Station” (“Lhasa
Cable Broadcasting Station”) was founded
in 1953.
Chinese-ruled Tibet didn’t go wireless until
New Year’s Day of 1959, when radio broadcasting was inaugurated in Tibetan and
Chinese. The station was known variously
as “Tibetan People’s Radio Station” and
“Lhasa People’s Broadcasting Station,” but
in March it ﬁnally settled on “China-Tibet

Xizang Radio has ﬁve departments with
227 employees and a handful of stringers.
Forty Tibetan journalists from the region, as
well as from Tibetan areas in the Chinese
provinces of Qinghai and Sichuan, have
been trained in Beijing to staff the expanded
network.
The Beijing government, as well as provincial and municipal administrations, have
supplied the station with equipment and
materials, along with more than 200 technicians drawn mostly from party cadres. Over
the years the Tibet region itself has invested
a over ten million dollars to develop its
broadcasting infrastructure.

World Band Preferred
Given the vastness of the region and its
mountainous terrain, world band appears to
be the preferred mode of coverage. Broadcasts are carried on 13 transmitters, each
rated at 100 kW—eight in Tibetan, and ﬁve
in Chinese.
These are also aired by 300 kW and 1,000
kW mediumwave AM transmitters. That
Megawatt monster is also used to carry
China Radio International’s service in Hindi
and Urdu. It puts in a sizeable signal to tar-
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gets in northern India and Pakistan, much to
the chagrin of ofﬁcial broadcasters in those
countries. Over the last decade its programs
have been available via satellite to 1,475
ground stations linking 75 county-level FM
relay stations, bringing radio to 83 percent
of the population.
For greater Lhasa, programs in FM stereo
include catchy programming and Englishlanguage lessons to attract a youthful audience. These are simulcast on the Internet
as the “Sound of China Tibet” at www.
tibetradio.cn.
Besides the two mediumwave AM transmitters in Lhasa, Tibet has a 1 kW mediumwave AM operation, the Shannan People’s
Broadcasting Station, in the eastern city of
Nedong. There are also two 50 kW world
band transmitters in Xian and one in Lingshi
in neighboring Chinese provinces. These
have occasionally been used not only to
augment existing program streams, but also
to reach local ethnic Tibetans.
The adjoining Chinese province of Qinghai
also broadcasts its own programs in Tibetan. These emanate from 15 kW and 50 kW
shortwave transmitters and a higher-power
mediumwave AM unit in Xinning.

Self-Censorship Widespread
Running Xizang Radio’s impressive operation is the debonair managing director Phurphu Dorji, who agreed to be interviewed at
some risk to his career. Dorji started as a
junior journalist, when he spent four years
being trained at a Beijing college with follow-up training at journalism school.
Speaking through a translator, he reminiscences, “In the beginning all news was
written by hand. There were no computers.
News from the ﬁeld was sent by telex. When
phone lines became prevalent, telex was
replaced by fax. Now email has replaced
all these. Stringers and freelancers send
news from remote places, while research is
mostly conducted over the Internet.”
He adds, “There is total freedom to report
and the news coverage is restricted to Tibet,
with news drawn from the ofﬁcial Chinese
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news agency Xinhua for the rest of the
country and the world.”
Dorji states that he is unaware of jamming
of foreign broadcasts to Tibet. However,
when pressed he responds, “Every country
does that. It is better to leave such political
things out.” Then, in a quick repartee, he
interjects, “I normally ask the questions, but
this is the ﬁrst time I am answering questions—and so many of them!”
Responding to international interest and
tourism, Xizang Radio has introduced a
twice-daily 20-minute broadcast in English
called Holy Tibet. It also airs “Broadcast
for Tibetan Compatriots Outside of China”
twice daily in Tibetan with news, features,
literature and the arts. Other programs
include “The Sound of China Tibet,” “Transfer Singing,” “Date of Tibet,” “A Story of the
King Garsar,” “Tibet Opera,” “Entertainment
Place,” and “Enter into Tibet.”
These are popular even among non-Tibetans, and reception reports have been
received from as far aﬁeld as East Asia,
Africa and Europe—chieﬂy Finland, the
United States, Japan and India. But replies
to listener’s letters and reports have been
slow. “Reception reports sometimes do not
get answered promptly, as English speaking
freelancers need to hired to attend to them,”
explains Dorji.
Tsering Wangchuk, a journalist and presenter with Xizang Radio from 1988 to 1993,
gives a different view to Reporters without
Borders. Now living in exile in Dharamsala,
he says, “Chinese journalists, most of whom
are members of the CCP, are running those
media. They enforce drastic censorship and
impose editorial decisions about which no
discussion is possible.”
He also said that every day the editor gave
journalists instructions about what events
they should cover. The editorial staff, which
in 1993 was made up of three Tibetan
journalists and 17 Chinese, was expected
to “inform listeners about the positive side
of the Chinese authorities’ work.” Any news
about the activities of the government in
exile, the Dalai Lama, religious freedom
or human rights was strictly banned from
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Bending precedent,
Xizang Radio’s Phurphu
Dorji responds to a foreign
reporter’s questions.
M. Guha

the airwaves. “We were all afraid. Anyone who deﬁes the censors can
expect the worst.”
This presumably explains widespread self-censorship in Tibet and the
relatively small number of journalists in prison.

Anyone who
deﬁes the
censors can
expect the
worst.

Voice for The Voiceless
It was not until May 14, 1996 that an independent Tibetan station,
“Voice of Tibet,” was launched, thanks to ﬁnancing by a collective of
three Norwegian NGOs. The station was the brainchild of a group of
Tibetan journalists who had noticed a tightening of controls at the
Chinese border, making it increasingly difﬁcult to bring news into Tibet. It was initially hosted by the Far Eastern Broadcasting Association
(FEBA), a Christian broadcaster, from its world band transmitter in the
Seychelles.
Chinese ofﬁcials reacted by threatening to jam all FEBA programs.
So, later that year the Tibetans left FEBA for leased-time facilities in
Kazakhstan, Central Asia.
Originally the station’s daily 15-minute program consisted of ﬁve
minutes of international news plus a feature on international human
rights and the situation in Tibet. Once more funding became available,
the “Voice of Tibet” moved transmissions to higher-powered shortwave
facilities closer to its target area. Daily output was increased to half an
hour in January 1997, and by March 1999 this had risen to three 45minute transmissions.

Ofﬁces in India near Dalai Lama
Studios and editorial ofﬁces of the “Voice of Tibet” are currently located in India’s picturesque Dharamsala, which has terrain similar to
that of Tibet. A winding road, plied by madcap Indian taxi drivers, leads
to the exile complex. Referred to as the “Library” by locals, it lies along
the route to the Dalai Lama’s residence further uphill in Mcleodganj.
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Once a remote area nestled high in the Himalayas of northern India, it has now fallen
prey to tourist trafﬁc resulting from their
leader’s celebrity status.
Karma Nazee Yeshi is editor in chief of this
independent radio voice, which operates
from a small ofﬁce and a rudimentary studio
with a staff of ﬁve. “We are the only station
with programs edited and produced entirely
by Tibetans. The ‘Voice of Tibet’ seeks to
promote ethnic awareness among the Tibetan minority in China. We are the voice of
the voiceless, which is our slogan.” He adds,
“Sometimes listeners from Tibet are brave
enough to call us. They ask us to improve
our signal. We try our best despite the jamming by the Chinese authorities.”
Even though it is independently funded,
much of the “Voice of Tibet’s” content is derived from the government-in-exile located
at its doorstep. Production at the original
studios in Oslo was too costly, so the Norway ofﬁce is now used only for fund-raising.
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in Central Asia; and to northern India at
1400-1430 and 1530-1600 from a site in the
Southern Hemisphere. The number of daily
broadcasts can vary, depending on ﬁnancial
resources, while frequencies change often
in an effort to counter jamming. “We try our
best to smuggle the latest frequency information into Tibet by using very innovative
means,” adds station editor Yeshi.
Fund raising is underway for an updated
rebroadcast of the evening service the next
morning. For those outside the target area
who can’t catch the world band transmission, archived audio, along with current
world band times and frequencies, are available at www.vot.org.
Just as the Soviet Union found out during
the decades of the Cold War, world band
can be transmitted such that it gets through
even the most persistent of jamming—even
if only partially. After that, buzz takes over
to gnaw away at the underpinnings of the
ruling power structure.

Every evening the “Voice of Tibet” airs a
half-hour newscast in Tibetan, followed by
15 minutes of news in Mandarin (Standard
Chinese) presented by staffers drawn from
recent escapees who speak the language
ﬂuently. Tibetan journalists stationed elsewhere, notably in New Delhi and Kathmandu, also contribute stories.
“Voice of Tibet” focuses mainly on developments inside Tibet and activities within exile
institutions. Twice a week it airs the Dalai
Lama’s latest public speeches, and there are
features on Tibetan culture, history, education, medicine, music and folklore.
Producers use rudimentary digital workstations to edit programs. To keep content
fresh, the ﬁnal product is sent as an Internet
ﬁle transfer to the transmitting station an
hour before the broadcast. When Internet
connectivity is poor, transfer is made by
slow and costly dial-up.

Schedule Fluid to Counter Jamming
For now, the “Voice of Tibet” broadcasts to
Tibet at 1103-1148, 1215-1300, 1305-1350
and 1433-1518 World Time from a location

Karma Yeshi Nazee manages the “Voice of Tibet” exile
station from secluded Dharamsala, India.

M. Guha
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In the absence of credible domestic media and press freedom, foreign world band broadcasts
play a crucial role. Tibetans listen to these at great peril, and their listening is further complicated by skywave and groundwave jamming on a scale unmatched since the Cold War.
China generally jams foreign radio broadcasts by transmitting its own domestic programs
on the same frequency, but at times simply airs Chinese music or just plain noise. Even
so, it has been uniquely creative in its choice of program “feeds” to overwhelm external
broadcasts it deems objectionable.

Jammers Try Australian, Canadian Audio
For example, to jam the “Voice of Tibet” Chinese transmitters in 1997 began airing heavily
modulated audio from Beijing’s Easy FM, produced jointly with the Australian press group
AWA Australia Technology. This stopped after the Australian group protested.
In December 1998 it was the turn of Radio Canada International, which was being “swap”
relayed by a transmitter in Xian. RCI ofﬁcials complained to the Chinese and the practice
ceased the next day. RCI continues to be relayed by Xian.
China’s jamming effort, like that of the former Soviet Union, is massive and well funded—
but not always well run. As one example, in 1996 a private Cambodian station found itself
being mistakenly jammed, even though Tibetan is quite different from Cambodian.

Group Says Jammers Built by French
Reporters Without Borders, in an article dated July 5, 2005, offered a detailed expose of
Chinese jamming. The American-based Radio Free Asia and Voice of America and the
Indian-based “Voice of Tibet” are the main world band stations broadcasting Tibetanlanguage programming to Tibet, and each is systematically jammed.
The article points out that thanks to the acquisition of sophisticated ALLISS antennas
from the French company Thales Broadcast & Multimedia (formerly Thomson-CSF),
Chinese authorities have improved their jamming capabilities. Installed above all in the far
northwestern city of Kashi, they are used to jam international radio signals, as well as for
legitimate broadcasting.
Radio Free Asia broadcasts on ten different frequencies in an attempt to get
around this censorship, but they are
all systematically jammed by diffuse
noise or music. The authorities recently
installed new jamming towers in Pemba
(Chamdo prefecture), and since then
most residents in the groundwave of
these jammers have been unable to
receive the VOA.

“Voice of Tibet” has beamed nightly broadcasts to
Tibet for over a decade.

M. Guha

World band jamming is far less effective
outside jamming groundwave zones, so
those living in or visiting the countryside
have a much better chance of tasting
forbidden radio fruit. To help overcome
this, authorities have distributed new
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radio sets to the population in the
Kardze region on the grounds that they
are of “better quality” than older radios.
But they are actually built so they cannot be tuned to international stations
without modiﬁcation.

Politics Limit Counter-Jamming Options
Radio Free Asia and the Voice of
America reach audiences in part by
using numerous strategically placed
transmitters for each broadcast. Location is especially important for “twilight
immunity,” which in concert with sophisticated frequency management can
successfully thwart skywave jamming.

Tenzin Peldon is equally adept at mixing audio and
being chief reporter at the “Voice of Tibet.”
M. Guha

However, the “Voice of Tibet,” perceived by many countries as politically dicey, is limited
in its choice of transmitting locations. Oystein Alme, project manager of the “Voice of
Tibet,” laments, “We have been broadcasting for nine years now, and China has attempted for as many years to jam our transmissions. Especially for ‘Voice of Tibet,’ with very
limited ﬁnancial resources and beaming into a politically sensitive area, it is hard to ‘beat
the jammers on a permanent basis’.”
Nevertheless, the mouse sometimes manages to roar. “For the last few years,” he goes
on, “we have been able to do adjustments that have improved our ability to compete and
often beat the signal of the China jammers.”
The Voice of America has been jammed by the Chinese since it ﬁrst went on the air and
the American government, which owns the station, has complained to authorities in
Beijing on several occasions. Chinese ofﬁcials have always denied being behind the jamming. In 1997 a delegation of VOA technicians even went to China in an attempt to ﬁnd a
solution, but the discussions led nowhere and jamming continues with a vengeance.

Silver Lining: Jamming Boosts Credibility
But in all this there is a bright spot. Similar negotiations with the Soviet Union
succeeded four decades ago, whereupon jamming of the VOA ceased.
The unforseen rub: Listeners were
certain there had to be a quid pro quo
to satisfy the Russians, so they assumed the VOA had agreed to be less
hard-hitting and controversial. American
ofﬁcials insisted there was no such deal,
but the very fact that jamming ceased
caused the VOA’s credibility to drop
within the USSR.

“Voice of Tibet” staff gathers for a rare group photo.
Voice of Tibet
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