
Interview with Mr. Thupstan Chhewang 

Member of Parliament from Ladakh 

 

 

Thupstan Chhewang, a young and dynamic leader was elected as 

the first Chairman (or Chief Executive Councilor) of a Cabinet 

comprising four other Executive Councilors. Today he is the 

Member of Parliament representing Ladakh, 

Claude Arpi speaks to Thupstan Chhewang about the 

achievements, the aspirations and frustrations of the people of 

Ladakh, the relation of Ladakh with India and the future of the 

erstwhile independent Buddhist kingdom. 

 

Claude Arpi: Ladakh is today one the favorite tourist spots in India. Do 

you agree? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: In 1975, Ladakh was opened to tourism. The 

best year so far in terms of income of tourists was 1989. Unfortunately 

in 1990, the Kashmir problem started. This has very badly affected us, 

because, although Ladakh has never been affected by terrorism, like 

the Valley or some parts of Jammu, we are part of the Jammu & 

Kashmir State and people equate Ladakh with Kashmir.  

It needed a lot of persuasion from on our side to convince the foreign 

missions in Delhi that Ladakh, even if we are part of the same State, 

was completely free from acts of terrorism. 

Since then, the tourist inflow has been gradually increasing.  

 

CA: What percentage of your income is due to tourism? 

 



Thupstan Chhewang: It is difficult to say. As you may have seen, there 

is no scope for heavy industries or other economic developments in 

Ladakh, mainly due to geographic and climatic conditions. Subsistence 

agriculture has been, for many centuries, the main source of livelihood 

for Ladakhis. Tourism has been a good opportunity to supplement their 

income. It has a lot of potential.  

But only a portion of the income due to tourism comes to the 

Ladakhis, because most of the tourists come through travel agents, 

based in Delhi or elsewhere. Even the crafts you can find in Leh come 

from outside and the shops are owned by Kashmiris or Tibetans. The 

local people get only indirectly profit. It is more the trekkers and the 

adventure-tourists who are spending directly in the villages and 

thereby profiting the local population.  

 

CA: One of your objectives is to develop your own cottage industries 

so that you do not have to import your crafts from Kashmir or Jan Path 

[most of the crafts in the shops in Leh Bazar are similar to ones sold 

on Jan Path in Delhi]? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Definitely! In the old days the people of Ladakh 

along with subsistence agriculture had to produce what they needed. 

You realize that we had no road linkage with the rest of the country till 

1962 (at the time of the Chinese aggression). During those days, 

every house was a cottage industry. We were producing what we 

needed. We had the skills and the training. But after this so-called 

modern development came to Ladakh, people became a bit more 

prosperous, mainly due to some government schemes and also to the 

presence of the army which is the largest employer in Ladakh. Army is 

an important factor of our economy.  



When people started to earn, this created a sort of dependency. We 

were poor, but self-sufficient, there was no starvation, but now though 

people have more income, they also have more expenses as now you 

can find here any product under the sky. We definitively want to revive 

the old cottage industries, these products will be definitively liked by 

visitors. For this purpose, we take the help of NGOs.  

For the past 5/10 years, there has been a change. For example natural 

food items are very popular but also souvenir items. We are also 

working on the quality of the products by providing training to improve 

the skills of the people. 

 

CA: Will the opening of new roads such as the tunnel under Rothang or 

the proposed direct road through Spiti to Tsomoriri help in the 

economic development of the region? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: The construction of an all weather road linking 

Ladakh to the rest of India will definitively help. As you know, the two 

present national highways [Srinagar-Kargil-Leh and Manali-Kyelong-

Leh] remain close for 6/7 months in the year due to the high altitude 

mountain passes blocked by the snow. The passes open in June and 

are closed again by the end of October. 

We have requested the GOI to build an all-weather road through Spiti 

valley and Tsomoriri [in Ladakh]. From the village of Khyber in Spiti to 

the tail end of our last road, there would only be 80 km to build and 

one pass at 18,000 feet to cross which like Kardung-la [the highest 

motorable pass in the world] could remain open the whole year. 

[Some passes due to their geographic position get much less snow 

than others and can therefore remain open during the winter]. 



The tunnel across the Rothang Pass which the Prime Minister has 

recently sanctioned is not going to serve our purpose, because it only 

links Manali to Lahaul valley. To reach Leh by that road, you have to 

cross 3 or 4 more passes which are blocked during the winter. It is not 

going to help us and the government is mistaken if they believe that 

Ladakh is going to be linked that way through winter. Another road 

linking Darcha in Lahaul district to Padung in Zanskar, is also being 

sanctioned. Again, it does not help our problems because this road 

also is going through heavy snowfall areas.  

The only solution is the Spiti road which is itself linked to Simla during 

all the year through the Kinnaur road. 

 

CA: In 1995, after many years of agitation, Ladakh was granted a 

Ladakh Autonomous Development Hill Council (LAHDC). It was a 

compromise for the Ladakhis who had been asking for Union Territory 

(UT) status. Do you feel that your expectations have been fulfilled and 

are they falling short of your aspirations? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: It is very very short of what we had expected. 

We are still demanding UT status. We feel that the State of Jammu & 

Kashmir is composed of three distinct regions, Kashmir, Jammu and 

Ladakh which have nothing in common. Ethnically they are different; 

their language and culture are different, their needs and requirements 

are totally different. Even ecologically, we are falling in a different 

zone. 

We have been saying, that Ladakh possesses all the norms to create a 

separate state, unfortunately because of the Kashmir issue with all its 

international ramifications, nobody is ready to consider our demands.  



As you mentioned, as a compromise we accepted the LAHDC, but, 

though some powers have been delegated to the Council, we are 

facing a lot problems in implementing decisions. Everything has to be 

routed through Kashmir. Until and unless, we are separated from 

Kashmir, our problems will not be addressed and solved. There is no 

point is keeping Ladakh as part of Jammu and Kashmir. 

We shall continue to try to convince the GOI and the government in 

Srinagar. For the time being, there are telling us that because of 

Article 370, there is no provision for the division of the State. But we 

have pointed out that there are also protests in Jammu which wants a 

separate state. Ultimately, there has to be some kind of reorganization 

of the State There is the need for three distinct political entities; 

otherwise the people will never be satisfied, their demands as well as 

their needs and requirements will not be fulfilled.  

Today, the political scene in the State is dominated by the Kashmir 

Valley.  

When people talk about Kashmir, they do not think about Ladakh, they 

do not also think about Jammu, although in terms of area, Ladakh 

alone is more than 2/3 of the State. In term of population, the regions 

of Jammu and Ladakh together are more important than the Valley, so 

how can the government continue to neglect these two regions of the 

State? 

Unless and until the problems of Jammu and Ladakh are taken into 

consideration, there will be no solution. But it is a complex issue. 

Historically, Ladakh was an independent kingdom till 1836, when it 

was invaded and annexed to the Dogra State of Jammu. In 1947, 

when India was granted independence, we were part of the Principality 

of Jammu and Kashmir. It is how we became part of the Jammu and 

Kashmir State. At the time of partition, the people of Ladakh 



approached the Maharaja and later [in 1949], they approached the 

Indian Prime Minister with the same demand: we do not want to be 

part of the Jammu and Kashmir State. We wanted that Ladakh should 

be directly administered by Delhi. We already had an apprehension 

that Ladakh will be discriminated against by the Kashmiris and it has 

happened now for the past 40 years. At that time already, our leaders 

had asked that Ladakh should be considered as a separate unit, but 

once the Kashmir issue became an international issue, we have been 

used as scapegoats. 

 

CA: What is your position vis-à-vis Article 370? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: It is definitively not needed. Same opportunities 

should be given to all, why to create a special status for one state? It 

can only encourage similar forces in other areas such in North East or 

elsewhere where people are demanding solutions outside the 

Constitution of India. But of course, there is a need in a federal system 

of a democratic set up to empower the people, but it has to be 

uniform. 

Why should we have two flags in the same country? Or if you give this 

to Kashmir, you should also give the same kind of power or status to 

other states. You cannot have a different set of rules for one state 

only, it will encourage people in other states to agitate for the same 

thing. 

Article 370 has to be abrogated and in fact, it could bring the people of 

Kashmir in the main stream. It has separated Kashmir from the rest of 

the country. 

 



CA: Education seems to have been on of the major problems in Ladakh 

had to face? What action have you taken? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Till now we had blamed each other for the poor 

results. Some people held the government responsible, some people 

pointed fingers at the teachers community or the Department of 

Education or to the parents for their non-involvement in the education 

process. With the help of NGOs we have organized several meetings to 

identify the problems and find a solution. 

There was a huge gap between the government schools (with 

sometimes results below 10% and the private institutions (with results 

ranging between 90% and 100%). One of main problems was that 

Urdu was the medium of instruction till the 6th Standard. It has now 

been changed into English. Other problems were community 

involvement, pre-school education, teacher training, the syllabus often 

being locally irrelevant. Now, after Class 5, children will be brought at 

centrally located residential schools and all the expenses will be born 

by the Council. Today the Council has an education policy.  

But it will take some 10 years to really see the results. We still depend 

on the State government for many things, for example for qualified 

teachers (specially in Maths and Science). For several matters, we 

need approval and concurrence of the State, which makes it very 

difficult. It is a complex issue. 

 

CA: Are you introducing Bothi (Ladakhi) language in the school 

curriculum? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: It is difficult, it was suggested, but it is still 

difficult. We have to enter the main stream after Class 5 or 6. We have 



also to standardize the ladakhi language, to prepare textbooks, so it 

will take some time. 

 

CA: Are you still trying to have the Bothi language included in the 8th 

Schedule of the Indian Constitution? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Yes, definitively! 

We are trying to make a common issue with other Himalayan regions 

or States who are using the same language. Now it has been decided 

by consensus to call this language ‘Bothi’, though there was some 

objection in Ladakh, where some people felt it should be called 

‘Ladakhi’. But we had to reach a consensus to reach our objective to 

include it in the 8th Schedule of the Constitution.  

 

CA: Could say a few words on the relations between the two main 

communities: Buddhist and Muslim? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: We have a very good relation between the two 

communities. In 1989, during the Buddhist agitation [for UT status], 

there were some differences, but now we are back like in the old days. 

Definitively, in 1989, there were gaps, the two communities had 

stopped meeting each other.  

 

CA: It is good example for the nation! 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Yes, there is a growing feeling that the Buddhists 

and the Muslims, whether in Leh or Kargil, have to live together, they 

have common traditions, common language, common food habits, we 



depend on each other, we have to live with each other. It has helped 

to restore the relations. 

In Ladakh, we have the feeling that we have to live together, therefore 

we should try reduce the gap.  

 

CA: Some years ago, there was the idea to open the road to Tibet for 

pilgrimage and trade, where is it at today? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Definitively, it should be opened. We have been 

demanding this to the GOI. The advantage would be the possibility to 

drive from Demchok [the border between Ladakh and Tibet] right 

through to the base camp of Kailash-Mansarovar. 

Through the Uttar Pradesh route [Central Himalayas], people have to 

undertake a very long trek and for elderly people who wish to make 

the pilgrimage, it is difficult. Through the Demchok route, there is no 

problem. You can drive all the way through. In summer, Ladakh has 

good linkage with the rest of the country. From Leh, Kailash is only a 

three days journey. 

We requested the GOI to take up the matter with the Chinese 

authorities during the course of their border discussions. If the Chinese 

agree, this route can be opened. 

 

CA: It will be the reopening of the old caravan road? 

 

Thupstan Chhewang: Yes.  


