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The idyllic beauty of a sacred Tibetan lake near Lhasa is being brutally 

marred by destroying its natural splendour. A hydro-electric power plant, 

with devastating long term effects, is being constructed alongside the holy 

Turquoise Lake.  

Claude Arpi has the details. 

 

SOME walked, some rode, some even prostrated themselves and 

measured the distance to their faraway dream with their own bodies: 

coming from Western or Central Tibet, from the Himalayan regions of 

Ladakh, Lahul, Spiti or Kinnaur, or even further down south in India, the 

Land of Gautama, thousands of pilgrims or "trespassers on the roof of the 

world" have for centuries taken the road to Lhasa, the City of the Gods, 

with only one vision in their hearts: "The Precious Protector' (the Dalai 

Lama). They had only one goal in their minds -- to take the Darshan of 

the holy Potala, which is the abode of the Dalai Lama, the most sacred 

place of this mystic country. There is but once mantra in their mouth “Om 

Mani Padma Hum” the Mantra to Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of 

Compassion and the patron of the Roof of the World. 

After crossing one more pass the Karo-la (16,000 feet), they were still 

dreaming of their approaching goal; they had still to climb Khampa-la, the 

last steep pass dominating the Tsangpo River (which will later become the 

Brahmaputra), before reaching the Lhasa Valley. Though perhaps their 

limbs were bleeding or getting frozen, the first state of their future 

beatitude, a first Darshan was awaiting them as a prelude to the supreme 

one: a few days walk away from Lhasa, a most marvelous vision would 

appear to these pilgrims and travellers: the blue sight of the Turquoise 



Lake (the Yamdrok Yumtso for the Tibetan a jewel of the purest blue 

inlaid in the highest snowy peaks of the world. But this vision will soon be 

no more. 

One of the environmentally most destructive power projects in Asia 

(another one being Three Gorges Project in the Yangtse River) is being 

taken up by the Chinese government in Tibet. Mostly unknown to the 

general public, this project has been going on since 1985 and it was only 

due to the brave fight the Tibetan local population and personalities such 

as the previous Panchen Lama put up, that the project was delayed. 

Unfortunately, it has been recently started again and is now going on in 

full swing. 

The declared aim of the project is to provide power for Lhasa and the 

neighbouring areas. According to Chinese sources, 75 % of the energy 

required by the Lhasa Valley is still produced by traditional sources such 

as biomass (mainly roots and dung). Only a modest 25 % comes from 

"modern sources", such as oil coal and micro power plants. 

With the rapid development of the Lhasa Valley and the transfer of the 

Chinese Han population to Tibet, new industries have been developed and 

the demand for power has rapidly increased. It is today estimated that 

the Tibetan population represents only 25% of the total .population of the 

Lhasa Valley (while the Tibetan population is estimated at only 50,000, 

the Chinese migrants number more than 1,50,000). 

During the first decade after the Chinese invasion, Peoples Liberation 

Army (PLA) personnel and bureaucrats were the only Chinese sent to 

Tibet to administer the country, but as of ten years or so ago the Chinese 

authorities have implemented a transfer of population policy which will be 

the surest way for the Beijing government to dominate the indomitable 

Tibetan population, still resisting the Chinese occupation after forty long 

years of communist rule. The same scheme was successfully completed in 

Inner Mongolia and Eastern Turkistan (Xinjiang). Part of this plan is 

therefore to "modernise" Tibet and implant industries which will in turn 

provide jobs for the new arrivals. 



Though Tibet has the largest hydropower potential in the world with an 

estimated 2,00,000 Megawatts (MW), in 1984 Central Tibet was barely 

producing 113 mw, 80 % of it coming from micro hydropower stations. . 

It was around that year that the Chinese government started making 

plans for a power station which would provide sufficient power to Lhasa 

for decades to come. 

The project involves the digging of a 9.5 km long tunnel from the 

Yamdrok Yumtso Lake through the Khampa-la Pass down to the Tsangpo 

River at the bottom of the pass. 

Using the lake as a storage reservoir, and the 646 metres drop between 

the level of the lake and the power station near the Tsangpo River, 4 to 6 

turbines will produce electricity for the Lhasa Valley. 

The estimated capacity of the project in its first phase was 200 million 

kilowat hours which would involve a cost of more than 660 million yuans 

(about Rs. 500 crore). 

since its inception, the project has provoked a lot of resentment amongst 

the local Tibetan population and the strongest opponent of the project 

was the previous Panchen Lama who used all his influence in Beijing to 

stop it. It is a fact that as long as the Panchen Lama was alive (he passed 

away in 1989), the project remained at a standstill. 

For Tibetans, the lake is a very special one; not only is it a marvelous 

sight for the pilgrims and travellers going to Lhasa, but it could be 

compared to the reverence that Hindus have for Mansarovar or the Sikhs 

for Hemkud:Sahib. – It is also considered ‘a life power' lake.' In Tibetan 

Buddhism, like in Hinduism certain places (be they mountains or passes 

or rivers) have a power, Shaktisthal and are often revered as deities. 

These places usually become places of pilgrimage and Yamdrok Yumtso is 

certainly one of the most holy places in Tibet.  It also carries the name 

and power of the most sacred stone of the roof of the world. Turquoises 

Yamdrok are always used in the decoration of the precious statues in the 

monasteries of Tibet. 



The extraordinary blue colour of the lake is due to the dormant water 

which are very rich in minerals. The lake has no natural drainage and the 

replenishment by melted snow is balanced by evaporation; it like more 

like an island sea. It is a favourite place for the: pastoral nomads grazing 

on its shores. 

Currently American and Austrians contractors are working for an Austrian 

firm (Elin & JM Voith AG) on installing the Pelton turbines. 

Apart from the strong religious objections to the project, I; soon became 

evident that it was soon to become a major environmental catastrophe. 

The Chinese made their own environment assessment and concluded that 

the station will be built with "minimal damage to the environment'. But 

their assessment is based on the hypothesis that the water pumped 

during the day time would be pumped back at night when the demand for 

power is less. 

A few months ago, we asked some Indian hydroelectric power plant 

experts their assessment of this problem, and they immediately dismissed 

the Chinese design as nonsensical. One does not have to be a specialist in 

physics to know that the energy needed to pump back the water will be 

much more than the energy produced when the water falls down from the 

same height, as the friction will be very high, and Lhasa is so far from the 

site (100 km) that it would have in any case made no sense to send back 

the power at night as the transmission loss would be too high. 

So, at the outset, the Chinese contention that the water will be re-

pumped up is false and made only to appease Tibetan susceptibilities; it 

can have never been the serious intention of the Chinese to do so as they 

have enough expertise to know that the concept is not feasible. This was 

very recently confirmed by an American contractor working on the project 

who said: "The Chinese have to say that. Otherwise they wouldn't be able 

to do the project." 

For an Austrian contractor it is clear that "the Chinese statements that 

water will be pumped back into the lake are "just for show". These 



statements were made during discussions with two Westerners 

investigating the environment degradation in Tibet. 

The Austrian contractor estimated that the fresh water lake will be 

drained in 20 years. The first of the turbines was supposed to have been 

commissioned in early September 1995 producing, at a first stage, 25 

MW, which is more than what is needed in Lhasa today. 

Another worry of the Tibetan population and environmentalists is that, as 

it is designed, the project will create turbulence and the water not being 

replenished, the fragile ecosystem of the lake will be badly affected: the 

environmental impacts related to changes in hydrology, the developments 

of new settlements, the changes in the lives of nomads. the survival of 

the wildlife in the lake and in the area around, seem to have been 

completely ignored by the planners. 

In the long term the lake is bound to disappear. It is today the 3rd largest 

lake in Central Tibet with a surface area of 624 sq. km, a parikrama of 

more than 100 km, a storage capacity of 15 billion cubic metres and a 

total catchment area of 6,100 km. 

We later drove for more than an hour along the side of the lake and I 

could look at the controversial project down the road. It already looked 

like a small Chinese garrison. As far as I could see, a lot of equipment 

was already on the spot and activities were going on in full swing. On the 

other side of the Khampa-la Pass, I could see another small Chinese city, 

similar to the one on the other side of the pass: it was the power station. 

It was recently confirmed that more than 4,000 Chinese military 

personnel have been working on the project and that the local population 

has been so upset that Chinese officials have to wear bullet proof jackets 

when they come for inspection. 

The environmental destruction of Tibet is also of major importance for 

India (as well as China), as all the major rivers of Asia originate in Tibet 

(Brahmaputra, SaIween, Mekong, Indus, Yangste, Sutlej, etc.) and 

whatever environmental destruction is caused to the catchment areas of 

these rivers will ultimately have repercussions on the neighbouring 



countries. For example, it is now admitted that the increase of Floods in 

Assam is directly linked to the deforestation of eastern and southern 

Tibet. 

The study of the floods in the Brahmaputra basin in Assam where annual 

flooding occurs, show that though flooding has been taking place for 

centuries, it has dramatically increased in the last decade in terms of 

intensity and damage caused. 

The recognised cause of these floods is sedimentation. A large part of 

these sediments originate from sub-Himalayan catchments such as the 

Tibetan province of Pemakö and Kongpo which have been heavily 

deforested since the Chinese invasion of Tibet. 

Though there are many factors such as geology, slope gradient 

vegetation, soil texture, etc... which have to be taken into account when 

one studies the causes of flood patterns, it has now been verified that 

major deforestation is one of the most important factors to be taken into 

consideration. 

According to Chinese sources, the same problem occurred in the Yangtse 

basin which in the '90s had the worst floods since 1949. In July 1995 the 

floods had an impact on 100 million people and 6.5 million hectares of 

farm land were damaged. 

The situation could be summarised in quoting a recent discussion with the 

Dalai Lama, who told us: 

“Yes, I feel very strongly, if Tibet survives, then Tibet can play two 

important roles. First Tibet lies between China and India, the two most 

populous nations, so if Tibet is free and at least, free from weapons that 

is the best guarantee, the best security for India and China. The two most 

powerful nations can have a genuine friendship. So this is one reason. 

And of course, from Tibet, the Ganges, the Brahmaputra, the Yellow River 

and-some other rivers reach China, Cambodia, Laos, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan and India. 

These waters should really remain pure. 

That's the other reason why Tibet should be free". 



 


