THE DALAI LAMA’S SUCCESSION:

GEOPOLITICAL IMPLICATIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
CONGRESS

Report to the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission’s Research Working Group
Michael Schiffer, Sankhara Strategies, LLC
August 2026

i

Photo credit: A young Tibetan monk spins prayer wheels at the Tsuglagkhang, the Dalai Lama’s temple complex, in Dharamsala,
India. Photo taken by Lyndi Tsering, 2024.

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 1



Table of Contents

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ..ttt sttt st sttt sttt sttt et st et e bt e bt e bt e b e e bt e sbeesheesaeesatens s abeenbeesaeenneennee 3
NOTE ON SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY ....eetttiiiiiiiiieieeeeeeeiiirteeeeeeesennreeeeeesesansseeeeesesssannreseeeeessannnsnees 5
NOTE ON SCOPE AND LIMITATION ...ttt ettt ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s e e enenenene 6
ACKNOWLED GEMENTS ...ttt sttt st s b s e s tnbnene aeeeaeaaaaeeens 6

[ INTRODUCGTION ...ttt ettt ettt sttt sttt sttt ettt et e bt e s b e e s bt e sbeeaseesmeesmeeemeeeaee e enbeenbeenbeenseenneennes 7

[I. STRATEGIC STAKES: WHY SUCCESSION MATTERS BEYOND TIBET ......uuiiiiiieeeeiiiieeeee e 8

[II. INDIA AS THE CENTER OF GRAVITY ...eeiitttiee ettt ettt e e e e ettt e e e s e s ssee e e e e e s e s nereeeeee neeeeeaenns 12

IV. INDIA’S STRATEGIC CALCULUS AND THE DIASPORA DEFICIT .eoiiiiiieiieiieeeeriiee e csieeeeseieee e siene e sveeee e 15

V. BORDER DYNAMICS AND CHINESE PRESSURE TOOLS ... 17

VI. CHINESE INFLUENCE OPERATIONS TARGETING INDIA ON TIBET ...covueiiiiiieeieeteeieeieeiee et 19

VII. UNITED FRONT WORK DEPARTMENT ELITE ENGAGEMENT WITH INDIAN INSTITUTIONS .................. 23

VIIl. TOWARD THREE-WAY ALIGNMENT: WASHINGTON, DELHI, DHARAMSHALA ..., 24

IX. SUCCESSION SCENARIO VIGNETTES ...t eeeenenene 26

CONGCLUSION ..ttt ettt bttt et et e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s e s e s e s e e aeasasaeeses sansnsnnnsnsssnsnsnnnnnnnn 34

ENDINOTES. ..ottt ettt ettt ettt st sttt sttt et et e bt e bt e e bt e bt e beesbe e s heesae e s anesane s bt eesaeesanesabeeaneenneenreen 35

APPENDIX A: SUCCESSION SCENARIOS — EXTENDED ANALYSIS ...coiiiiiiiiteeeee ettt e e 43
Scenario 1: The Fait Accompli — Extended ANAlYSis .....cooieeiiiieeie e 43
Scenario 2: The Tawang Crucible — Extended ANalYSis ......coccuieiieiieiiiiiiec e 43
Scenario 3: The Delayed Legitimacy Contest — Extended ANalysis .......cccceevciieeecciiiee s 44
Scenario 4: The Simultaneous Crisis — Extended ANalysiS.........coevciieiiiiiiiieiciieec e 44

APPENDIX B: CHRONOLOGY OF KEY EVENTS, 2020—2026 ......ccccuueeereeeeeeiiiieeeeeeeeeeiieeeeeeeesssaeneeeeeeesesennnes 46

APPENDIX C: ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY ... e e 49
I. Chinese Influence Operations and United Front Work (General)........cccccuvevieeecieeiiiecciee e 49
1 T oY= Y o= ol YTy [ o] o [ SRR 50
[1l. India-China Relations and Tibet FACOr ........coicuiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeee e e 52
IV. Geographic, Resource, and Near-Abroad DIMENSIONS ........cccuvuiiiiieeiiiiiiiiieee e eeeciiere e e e e eceverreeeeeeeean 54
V. Emerging Technologies and Information Operations...........ccccceeeeeciiiiiie e 55
X GaPS N EXISEING LIT@ratUure ..o an e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeens 55

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 2



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The succession of the 14th Dalai Lama is already a geopolitical event. It is not approaching—it is
underway. On July 2, 2025, His Holiness the 14t Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, formally vested
exclusive succession authority in the Gaden Phodrang Trust, a private trust registered in India.!
Beijing rejected the declaration immediately. The contest over who will be recognized as the
15th Dalai Lama—and under what process—carries consequences well beyond the religious
question. A geopolitical competitor (China), the host country (India), and a major outside power
(the United States) all have articulated and conflicting stakes in the outcome.

This report argues that India is the center of gravity for how that contest unfolds. China will
select a candidate; the Gaden Phodrang Trust will select a candidate; an open question is what
sort of environment India will provide for the political, territorial, and institutional grounding
needed for the Trust’s process to proceed and for the 15 Dalai Lama to establish authority.
Washington’s ability to influence the outcome depends largely on its ability to understand and
shape Indian decision-making—a task complicated by a documented alignment gap among
Washington, Delhi, and Dharamshala that Chinese influence operations are likely widening
deliberately.

The succession is best understood as a geopolitical contest whose outcome will be determined
largely by India. Four findings follow from that frame:

India is the decisive variable, and it currently lacks the institutional means to act like
one. There is no standing Tibet doctrine, no succession contingency plan, no inter-
agency planning process, and no single governmental point of contact. The one post
dedicated to the relationship has sat vacant since 2018.

The Tibetan exile community in India has declined by more than 40 percent since 2009,
from 110,228 to roughly 60,000-65,000, draining the institutional base on which a post-
succession Tibetan political presence depends. Monasteries, schools, and settlement
offices increasingly operate below the levels they were built to sustain.

Chinese influence operations targeting India on Tibet have expanded well beyond the
communist-party networks that once carried them, reaching state media platforms with
tens of millions of Indian followers, Al systems with documented pro-Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) outputs, and a coordinated 2023 smear campaign. They have
not yet gained decisive traction. The exposure sits with Indian elite and academic
opinion rather than with the public.

Washington, Delhi, and Dharamshala hold incomplete and partially inaccurate models of
each other’s succession positions. No mechanism or dialogue exists to correct them, and
Chinese operations work to keep it that way. The result is a strategic vulnerability
Beijing is positioned to exploit.

The report concludes with twelve policy recommendations for Congress aimed at strengthening
the United States’ ability to shape the succession environment before a crisis emerges. The
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most urgent are to build a U.S.-India succession channel (formally where New Delhi will support
one and through Track 1.5 and Track 2 consultations where it will not), support passage of the
Assuring the Future of Tibet Act of 2026 (H.R. 8982), and put on the record now that the United
States will recognize only the successor chosen through the Gaden Phodrang Trust process.
Preempting Beijing’s leverage is far less costly than contesting it after the fact.
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NOTE ON SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

This report draws on Chinese- and English-language primary sources; Indian policy documents,
parliamentary records, and press; expert interviews conducted on background with former
Indian officials, security analysts, historians, Tibetan civil society figures, and U.S. officials;
digital analysis of documented influence operations; and review of U.S. legislation and
implementation records. Where interviewees are quoted directly, attribution reflects the
consent given at time of interview. The report also engages with recent public scholarship,
including the January 2026 CSIS Freeman Chair report by Henrietta Levin and Alison Bartel.
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NOTE ON SCOPE AND LIMITATION

This report focuses on the geopolitical implications of the succession contest as it is most
consequentially structured: the relationship among China, India, and the United States, and
specifically on India as the critical variable in that relationship. It does not attempt a
comprehensive survey of all governments’ Tibet postures. The analysis of Chinese influence
operations in Section VI and of UFWD elite engagement in Section VIl is likewise not
comprehensive and reflects preliminary findings within the limited scope of this undertaking.
There is a high level of confidence in the directional nature of the findings in this paper,
although additional expert interviews and empirical research will provide a fuller picture, and
may alter some of the insights beyond that allowed by the time-limited research of this project.
Interview-based findings are attributed to the level agreed with each interviewee; more specific
research and sourcing on particular claims may reveal additional findings.
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project. Ryan Hass, Igor Khrestin, and Michael Sobolik each read earlier versions of this report
and provided comments that improved it substantially. Responsibility for any errors is mine
alone.

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 6



I. INTRODUCTION

Most treatments of the Dalai Lama’s succession ask what the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
will do. That answer is already known: Beijing will select a candidate, invoke Qing Dynasty
precedent, deploy the full apparatus of state propaganda and economic leverage to secure
international endorsement, and use its surveillance infrastructure inside Tibet to suppress any
alternative.

The harder and more consequential question is what other governments will do, and more
specifically what India will do. India is the territory on which the succession will most likely play
out. It hosts the Dalai Lama’s personal office, the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA), and the
world’s largest Tibetan exile community. Its government will determine whether the Gaden
Phodrang Trust can operate, and its decisions will either reinforce or undermine whatever
position Washington takes.

This report is written for Congress, which has done more over the years than the executive
branch to build an architecture for U.S. Tibet policy. Four statutes underpin that architecture:
the Tibetan Policy Act of 2002, the Reciprocal Access to Tibet Act of 2018, the Tibetan Policy
and Support Act of 2020, and the Promoting a Resolution to the Tibet-China Dispute Act of
2024 (Resolve Tibet Act).2 The Assuring the Future of Tibet Act of 2026 (H.R. 8982), introduced
by Representatives McGovern and McCaul in May 2026, represents the next step: directing the
Secretary of State to advocate for the recognition of the Central Tibetan Administration as the
legitimate representative of the Tibetan people, and empowering the U.S. government to
engage the CTA institutionally after the 14th Dalai Lama has passed.?

The upcoming succession has four features that distinguish it from all previous Dalai Lama
transitions. First, the search committee will be separated from the religious sites inside Tibet
and China traditionally used to identify reincarnations, and from the Tibetan community inside
China as well. The Trust has already faced this issue. In 2023 the Dalai Lama recognized an
eight-year-old boy, Aguidai Altannar, as the 10th Khalkha Jetsun Dhampa Rinpoche—the third-
highest figure in Tibetan Buddhism—at a ceremony in Dharamshala. The boy was born in
Washington, D.C. and holds dual U.S.-Mongolian citizenship, a fact analysts have read as a
deliberate hedge: dual nationality complicates any Chinese attempt to claim jurisdiction or
apply the kind of pressure Beijing has used against Tibetan reincarnations found in China. The
search process this report describes in the abstract has, in effect, already been tested albeit at
smaller scale, with a citizenship structure built in from the start rather than added after the
fact. Beijing has put in place a legal and regulatory architecture—State Religious Affairs Bureau
Order No. 5 and its successors, culminating in the Law on Promoting Ethnic Unity and Progress,
passed in March 2026 and in force since July 1—to preemptively delegitimize any process it
does not control.* And for the first time, a geopolitical competitor (China), the host country
(India), and a major outside power (the United States) all have articulated and conflicting stakes
in the outcome.
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The succession is also happening in a transformed global environment. The People’s Republic of
China under Xi Jinping has mounted a systematic challenge not only to specific outcomes within
the existing international order but to the legitimacy framework that order rests on. The Global
Civilization Initiative, announced in March 2023, provides an institutional architecture for that
challenge—asserting that China’s civilizational tradition supplies an alternative source from
which institutions derive authority.> The contest over the Dalai Lama’s succession is a direct
expression of this broader competition: who has standing to authorize religious leadership,
whose historical tradition governs Tibetan identity, and whether state power can displace
spiritual authority across sovereign borders. This is a question with implications far beyond
Tibet or just for adherents of Tibetan Buddhism.

This report proceeds as follows. Section Il addresses the strategic stakes. Section Ill analyzes
India as the center of gravity. Section IV examines India’s strategic calculus and the diaspora
deficit. Section V addresses border dynamics and Chinese pressure tools. Section VI analyzes
Chinese influence operations targeting India. Section VII provides preliminary findings on
United Front Work Department elite engagement. Section VIIl documents the alignment gap
among Washington, Delhi, and Dharamshala and makes the case for closing it. Section IX
presents four possible succession scenarios. Section X offers twelve policy recommendations
for Congress.

Il. STRATEGIC STAKES: WHY SUCCESSION MATTERS BEYOND TIBET

The strategic stakes surveyed in this section have been usefully analyzed in recent public
scholarship, including Levin and Bartel’s January 2026 CSIS study. What follows sets the context
for three contributions the present report makes to that literature: the India center-of-gravity
frame, the primary-source institutional audit of Indian decision-making, and the documentation
of the alighment gap among Washington, Delhi, and Dharamshala that the existing literature
addresses only at the level of public posture.

The Dalai Lama’s succession is frequently framed as a Tibetan community matter with religious
human rights dimensions. That framing understates its significance by an order of magnitude.
Four dimensions of strategic consequence extend well beyond Tibet’s borders.

A Precedent for State Control of Religious Succession

A Beijing-managed succession would establish a precedent with global reach. The PRC’s
assertion that state power can determine the validity of religious succession is not unique to
Tibetan Buddhism—it is a template. Russia’s manipulation of the Orthodox Church as an
instrument of policy in Ukraine, and its pressure on the Serbian Orthodox Church’s relationship
with Montenegro, operate on the same logic: religious institutional authority subordinated to
state interest. A successful outcome for Beijing normalizes the technique, provides a model for
other authoritarian governments, and diminishes the international consensus that state
interference in religious succession constitutes a violation of fundamental human rights and
religious liberties, rather than a legitimate sovereign act.
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Beijing has already run a version of this operation against a larger institution. The provisional
agreement between the Holy See and the People’s Republic of China on the appointment of
bishops, signed in September 2018 and renewed in 2020 and 2022, was extended in October
2024 for four years rather than the customary two, a term that now runs past the point at
which the Dalai Lama’s succession is likely to occur. Its text has never been published. What is
established is that Beijing proposes episcopal candidates and Rome retains a formal veto, and
that Beijing has twice acted outside the arrangement without consequence: the 2022
installation of an auxiliary bishop in a diocese Rome does not recognize, and the 2023 transfer
of the bishop of Haimen to Shanghai without prior Vatican knowledge. Each breach was
followed by renewal on longer terms.®

The precedent runs deeper than state involvement in religious appointments. What Beijing
established is that a transnational religious authority can be brought to accept state
involvement and kept there, because the alternative is losing access to its own adherents inside
China. That asymmetry is also why the arrangement is difficult to replicate against Tibetan
Buddhism. Rome had a resident flock whose sacramental life depended on the deal. The Gaden
Phodrang Trust holds no institutional presence inside China that Beijing can threaten and no
clergy whose standing depends on Chinese recognition, which leaves Beijing with construction
rather than co-optation: manufacturing a parallel institution and compelling third parties to
choose between them. The Vatican case indicates what Beijing wants from a religious
institution it cannot control outright, and how long it is willing to wait to get it.

As Dibyesh Anand, professor of international relations at the University of Westminster, has
observed, Beijing’s goal is to “domesticate the institution of the Dalai Lama by controlling
reincarnation and thus bring to an end the Tibet question as a topic in international relations.”
The contradiction at the heart of the project—“an atheist party that doesn’t believe in past lives
insisting it alone can authorize reincarnation” —does not make it less dangerous as a precedent.
It makes it more so, because success would demonstrate an Orwellian logic in which
contradiction imposes no cost.”

Diplomatic Leverage at Global Scale

If Beijing installs a state-selected 15th Dalai Lama, it will treat recognition of that figure as a
condition of fuller diplomatic and economic engagement with third-party governments.
Beijing’s approach is well established: it is the same instrument Beijing has used for decades on
Taiwan, demanding that governments choose between official relations and recognition of an
alternative authority. Likewise, governments that engage with the Trust’s recognized successor
will be placed in a position analogous to those that maintain substantive ties with Taipei.® That
pressure is not entirely prospective—already governments around the globe weigh Beijing’s
reaction before receiving the 14th Dalai Lama today, a pattern this report documents for U.S.
engagement in Section VIII.° What changes after succession is the shift from an implicit, case-
by-case calculation to an explicit, codified policy: We can expect Beijing to formalize a “One
Dalai Lama” framework paralleling its One China Principle (not to be confused with the U.S. One
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China Policy), requiring governments to choose between recognizing the Trust’s successor and
maintaining full relations with Beijing. The stakes extend past Tibet. If Beijing secures
meaningful international legitimacy for its own candidate, the precedent emboldens Chinese
assertiveness on claims it treats as structurally similar—Taiwan, the South and East China Seas,
the Indian border—by demonstrating that a manufactured historical and legal justification,
sustained long enough and backed by sufficient pressure, can override reality. The cost of
“losing the succession contest” does not stay contained to Tibet. This makes succession not
merely a Tibetan religious matter but a global diplomatic sorting mechanism. The time to
establish whether Beijing will have that opportunity is before the succession event, not during
it.

Internal PRC Stability

It is also important to recognize that Beijing’s interest in controlling the succession is partly
internal. The 14th Dalai Lama has functioned as a focal point for Tibetan grievances that the
Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) security state can suppress but not eliminate. A succession
Beijing manages carries the additional objective of denying any successor the capacity to serve
that function. The same security apparatus that sealed the Nepal-Tibet border—reducing
Tibetan arrivals in exile from over 12,000 in the period 1995-1999 to 81 between 2020 and
2025—has so far contained organized resistance.'® Whether it holds under the stress of a
contested succession is uncertain. But with Xi Jinping now seeking a fourth term and to exercise
paramount control over the CCP and China not seen in a generation, Beijing’s calculation that it
cannot afford a successor it does not control is itself evidence that the internal political stakes
remain live.

The CCP’s own internal diagnosis explains why. The Party’s Document No. 9, circulated in 2013,
named organized religion alongside notions of democratic representation and independent civil
society among the forces capable of breaking up the People’s Republic of China—a fear shaped
explicitly by the Soviet Union’s 1991 collapse, which had served as the CCP’s ideological
template. Xi Jinping made the connection to religious control explicit at the 2016 National
Conference on Religious Work, warning that religious practice must adhere to Party doctrine
and guard against “overseas infiltration” through religious institutions.!! Succession is not, in
this reading, a Tibet policy question Beijing happens to be managing carefully. It is, rather, a
Party and regime security question that happens to run through Tibet.

The Law on Promoting Ethnic Unity and Progress converts that diagnosis into statute. Passed by
the National People’s Congress on March 12, 2026 and in force since July 1, its sixty-five articles
direct all ethnic groups to build a strong sense of community for the Chinese nation,
subordinate ethnic policy to Party leadership, and prohibit conduct held to undermine ethnic
unity or create ethnic division. For Tibetans inside China, the practical effect is to give legal form
to policies already under way: Mandarin-medium education, labor transfer, and the
intermingling of populations in minority-majority areas. United Nations human rights experts
warned in April 2026 that the law carries serious implications for the linguistic, cultural, and
religious autonomy of Tibetans, Uyghurs, and Mongols.!?

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 10



The provision that bears most directly on the succession is the one that reaches beyond China’s
borders. The law asserts authority over conduct abroad that Beijing deems to undermine ethnic
unity, supplying a domestic legal predicate for pressure on diaspora Tibetans, on the
institutions they staff, and on foreign nationals who take part in a recognition process Beijing
rejects. The sequence is worth noting. The bill was introduced in September 2025, two months
after the Dalai Lama vested succession authority in the Trust, and took effect three weeks
before his ninety-first birthday. Its Tibetan application was made explicit in February 2026,
when United Front Work Department head Li Ganjie met Beijing’s Panchen Lama and urged him
to strengthen his own sense of community for the Chinese nation.!3

The Tibetan Plateau’s Strategic Geography

Ten major rivers originate on the Tibetan Plateau, providing freshwater to more than a billion
people across South and Southeast Asia. China has constructed 193 dams in service or under
construction on the plateau. The recently commenced Yarlung Tsangpo mega-dam will be the
world’s largest hydropower project. The plateau holds confirmed reserves of lithium, copper,
and over 100 other critical minerals—at least 85 percent of China’s known lithium reserves sit
on Tibetan territory.* Whose narrative has standing on Tibetan questions shapes how third
parties—downstream nations, mineral-importing economies, and security partners along the
Himalayan frontier—interpret their dependencies and their options. Succession is entangled
with these resource and security questions, not adjacent to them. Consider a concrete
mechanism: a downstream economy’s firms operating on or near the plateau—mining
concessions, hydropower joint ventures, water-sharing arrangements—depend on political
relationships that outlast any single contract. If a Beijing-selected candidate holds even nominal
religious authority over the plateau’s monasteries, China gains a lever it does not have today:
the ability to frame continued access as contingent on a government’s stance toward the
succession outcome, the same tactic Beijing already uses when it ties rare-earth export
licensing to unrelated diplomatic disputes.’ A government deciding whether to recognize the
Trust’s candidate is therefore also deciding, whether or not it frames the choice this way, how
much of its firms’ plateau access it is willing to put at risk. The plateau’s strategic significance
extends to the military dimension: Chinese infrastructure development there—roads, rail, dual-
use airfields, and forward logistics bases—directly supports PLA capabilities along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC) and shapes the force-balance calculus across the Himalayan frontier from
Ladakh to Arunachal Pradesh.

The frontier is not empty, and who lives along it bears on how a succession crisis would unfold
there. The Indian side of the Line of Actual Control is populated substantially by communities of
Tibetan Buddhist and Tibeto-Burman descent: Monpa and Sherdukpen in Tawang and West
Kameng, Memba and Khamba in the upper Siang valleys, Ladakhi, Balti, and Changpa in the
western sector, Bhutia and Lepcha in Sikkim, Bhotiya across the Uttarakhand passes. Their
religious affiliation runs to Dharamshala rather than to Lhasa, which is why Beijing’s claim to
Arunachal Pradesh as South Tibet is a claim about religious authority as much as about
territory. Arunachal Pradesh Chief Minister Pema Khandu made the inverse claim explicit in July
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2025, stating on the record that his state shares a 1,200-kilometer border with Tibet rather
than with China, invoking the 1914 Shimla Convention, and calling for the Bharat Ratna to be
conferred on the Dalai Lama. A sitting Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) chief minister rejecting
Beijing’s cartographic premise in these terms indicates the political space available should the
Trust’s search lead into Arunachal, a point developed in the Tawang Crucible scenario below.
Beijing has been building against that contingency, populating its side of the frontier through
the xiaokang border-village program.'®

l1l. INDIA AS THE CENTER OF GRAVITY
The Succession in Strategic Context

The succession of the 14th Dalai Lama is sometimes described as a religious matter on which
the international community should defer to Tibetan tradition, or as a human rights matter to
be addressed through advocacy and condemnation. Both framings miss the strategic structure
of the problem. The succession is a geopolitical contest in which the critical variable is not what
Beijing does—that is already known—but what India does, because India is the terrain on which
the contest will play out.

India hosts the Dalai Lama, the Gaden Phodrang Trust, the Central Tibetan Administration, and
the world’s largest Tibetan exile community. The Trust is registered as a private trust in
Dharamshala under the Indian Registration Act. Samdhong Rinpoche, the alternate chairperson
who will lead the search for the 15th Dalai Lama, is based in India. The monastic institutions
whose senior lamas will comprise the search committee—Drepung, Sera, Namgyal, Tashi
Lhunpo—are all in India.” Any reincarnation search conducted under conditions of political
freedom and any successor who can develop religious authority without CCP control will
require Indian territory and Indian political sanction.

China understands this. Its pressure on India over Tibet—diplomatic, economic, informational,
territorial—is preparation for the succession contest. The question Washington must address is
whether it understands this equally well, and whether it has done the work required to engage
India as a genuine partner rather than simply assuming alignment.

The Civilizational Dimension

China’s challenge on Tibet is not only political and security. It is civilizational, and it targets India
specifically. Tibetan Buddhism’s origins are Indian: the transmission of Buddhist thought from
the great Indian universities—Nalanda, Vikramashila—through masters such as
Padmasambhava, Atisha, and Shantarakshita established the doctrinal and institutional
foundations of the Tibetan tradition. The Tibetan canon is substantially a translation literature
from Sanskrit. This history makes India the primary civilizational source of Tibetan Buddhism’s
intellectual and institutional tradition—a relationship of spiritual and cultural authority that
predates and is independent of any Chinese claim. Nepal holds a distinct but equally significant
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claim: Lumbini, the birthplace of the Buddha, sits on Nepali soil, and Nepal’s Buddhist
communities maintain their own deep connections to the Tibetan tradition.

Beijing’s heritage competition runs through Kathmandu as well as Delhi, which is part of why
Chinese pressure on Nepal over the Panchen Lama and Tibetan refugee transit operates
alongside—not separately from—its pressure on India. India and Nepal are not the only
stakeholders in this civilizational claim. The 14th Dalai Lama’s spiritual authority extends across
the broader Himalayan Buddhist world—Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh—and beyond it into Mongolia
and other Buddhist communities in Russia and Central Asia, ties he has deepened over decades
of visits and teachings. A succession contest will not read to these communities as a Tibetan-
exile or an India-specific matter; it will read as a question of shared spiritual significance, which
broadens both the audience Beijing’s legitimacy campaign has to persuade and the potential
coalition of religious authorities the Trust’s candidate can draw support from. China’s campaign
to rewrite the origins of Tibetan Buddhism as Chinese should be read in this light: it is not a
peripheral messaging effort but an attack on a much broader array of South Asia’s cultural
heritage and a long-term influence operation against the religious authority of any Trust-
identified successor.

The Panchen Lama precedent is the clearest test of whether Beijing’s approach can actually
deliver religious legitimacy, and three decades of evidence say it cannot. Khedroob Thondup,
the Dalai Lama’s nephew, argued in the Journal of Democracy in May 2026 that Gyaltsen
Norbu, Beijing’s choice since 1995, still commands minimal standing among Tibetan Buddhists
despite sustained state promotion, and directly disputed the historical basis of the Golden Urn
process Beijing cites as precedent.® Beijing’s response has been to keep trying rather than to
concede the point: Gyaltsen Norbu pledged personal loyalty to Xi Jinping in a rare 2025
audience, and in 2024 nearly traveled to Lumbini, Nepal before Indian and American diplomatic
pressure scuttled the trip.'° The lesson for the succession case is double-edged. Beijing will
likely sustain its own candidate indefinitely regardless of whether that candidate achieves
genuine religious authority, which means the contest will not resolve quickly in either
direction—but it also means legitimacy, not just diplomatic recognition, is the currency Beijing
has failed to secure even once in a comparable case with thirty years to work with.?°

Beijing’s Sinicization campaign attacks this relationship directly. State media and United Front
Work Department (UFWD)-supported programs systematically reframe Tibetan Buddhism’s
origins as Chinese. Xi Jinping articulated the strategic objective at the 2020 Tibet Work Forum—
where he convened the entire Politburo Standing Committee to outline Tibet policy—calling for
officials to “promote the Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism” and “guide Tibetan Buddhism to
adapt to socialist society.”?! Visiting Tibet in August 2025 to commemorate the 60th
anniversary of the establishment of the Tibet Autonomous Region, Xi repeated the same
directives: “systematically promote the Sinicization of religion, strengthen legal governance of
religious affairs.”?? These are not propaganda statements for external consumption. They are
internal policy directives—and they establish that Beijing’s succession strategy is embedded in a
comprehensive program to rewrite the civilizational origins of Tibetan Buddhism itself.
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Sinicization and Beijing’s external Buddhist diplomacy are related but distinct instruments.
Sinicization is a control project aimed inside Tibet: rewriting doctrine, subordinating clergy, and
eliminating the space for religious authority independent of the Party. Beijing’s external soft-
power effort runs in parallel but points outward, toward legitimacy abroad. It has invested
heavily in temples, universities, relic diplomacy, and monk exchanges across the Theravada
Buddhist world—Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia—and around Lumbini in Nepal.
Former Indian ambassador Ashok Kantha has described a Chinese-sponsored Buddhist forum as
designed to project China as the center of the Buddhist universe and quietly erode India’s
standing as Buddhism’s ancestral home.?3 Sinicization tries to control what Tibetan Buddhism
is; the external campaign tries to control who gets to speak for Buddhism internationally. Both
serve the same succession-era objective—delegitimizing any authority the Trust’s candidate
could draw on—but they operate on different audiences and would be countered by different
tools.

The demographic backdrop cuts against any assumption that this is a contest over a growing
constituency. Pew’s survey of 201 countries found Buddhists to be the only major religious
group whose numbers fell between 2010 and 2020, from roughly 343 million to 324 million,
while global population grew by 12 percent. The decline was steepest in East Asia, with China
down 23 million and Japan down 7 million, driven by low fertility, an aging base, and
disaffiliation in adulthood. Pew does not disaggregate Tibetan Buddhism, so the data support
no precise claim about that tradition’s adherents. The aggregate trend still bears on how Beijing
calculates. Authority over a contracting and aging religious population yields diminishing
returns through demography and increasing returns through institutions, which is consistent
with a succession strategy built around recognition authority rather than around adherents. It
also indicates where the external campaign is aimed. Such growth as there is runs through
convert communities in the West, through Mongolia, and along the Himalayan belt, which is
where United Front outreach and the Buddhist diplomacy described above are concentrated.?*

The strategic implication cuts against Beijing in one important respect: Sinicization of Tibetan
Buddhism’s origins is simultaneously an attack on India’s own civilizational heritage. A BJP
government whose political identity rests substantially on Hindu civilizational pride has an
ideological interest in resisting Chinese appropriation of the Buddhist tradition that India gave
the world. This is not to endorse BJP’s specific framing of Indian civilizational heritage, which
carries its own domestic political valences and majoritarian dimensions that are beyond this
report’s scope to adjudicate. The structural interest nonetheless exists and creates a genuine
opening. Beijing’s universalist Global Civilization Initiative rhetoric is in operational tension with
its seizure of Buddhist institutional authority—a contradiction that Washington has not yet
systematically pressed.

What India Stands to Lose
India’s exposure in the succession contest runs in both directions. If it accommodates Beijing—

formally recognizing a Chinese-selected 15th Dalai Lama, constraining the Trust’s operations,
declining to provide the territorial and political ground the search process requires—it
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abandons a strategic and civilizational commitment India has sustained for six decades, and
signals to Beijing and to other capitals watching how India handles pressure that sustained
economic and territorial coercion can extract a reversal of principle. If it supports the Trust’s
process fully and publicly, it accepts the cost of Chinese diplomatic and economic retaliation at
a moment when the post-Galwan normalization is still fragile and the bilateral trade deficit
reached an all-time high of $112 billion in FY2026.%

The finding from primary source interviews is that India has not yet made a strategic choice
between these options—not because it is indifferent, but because it currently lacks the
institutional architecture to make such a choice in a deliberate, coordinated way. There is no
standing Tibet succession doctrine, no inter-agency planning process, and no single point of
governmental contact.

India is also losing the demographic base on which its Tibet posture rests. The Tibetan exile
community has declined more than 40 percent in sixteen years.2® While the CTA is building
capacity, the institutions built for Tibetans are increasingly also populated by Himalayan Indians
and the political and religious infrastructure that would anchor the succession process on
Indian soil is eroding in a specific, demographic sense. Individual monasteries, schools, and
settlement offices increasingly operate below the enrollment and staffing levels needed to
function as self-sufficient centers of Tibetan religious and political life, even where the
settlements’ physical footprint and formal institutions remain intact. This follows from the
population data rather than from separate documentation: a diaspora that has shrunk by more
than 40 percent cannot staff the same number of monastic and settlement institutions at the
levels those institutions were built for, even where the institutions themselves remain formally
intact. This issue is distinct from the CTA’s central institutional capacity, which is not in the
same decline. Washington has not yet treated this erosion as a strategic problem requiring a
strategic response.

IV. INDIA’S STRATEGIC CALCULUS AND THE DIASPORA DEFICIT
The Absence of a Doctrine

India’s Tibet posture lacks institutional grounding. One historian and longtime India observer
cut to the core of it: “The concept of India having a policy is wrong—maybe some official has
said this but it’s not the view of the entire government and administration.”?’ The position of
Advisor on Tibetan Affairs at the Ministry of Home Affairs—the only formal post dedicated to
this relationship—was created informally around 2015 and has not been filled since its sole
occupant departed in October 2018. Today, Tibet issues are managed separately across the
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) with no coordinating
mechanism. The MEA maintains a liaison officer in Dharamshala, but that officer engages only
with the Dalai Lama’s private office, not with the Central Tibetan Administration as a political
institution.
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Three informal agreements have governed India’s approach to Tibet for decades, confirmed
independently by multiple interlocutors.?® The first restricts Tibetans from engaging in anti-
China activities on Indian soil. The second limits Tibet Youth Congress demonstrations when
Chinese leaders visit. The third discourages high-level Government of India meetings with the
Dalai Lama. The current government has quietly violated all three as tit-for-tat for Chinese
border escalation, while maintaining studied ambiguity about whether this represents a policy
shift or a tactical adjustment.

The public posture has nonetheless hardened in one important respect. On July 3, 2025, ahead
of the Dalai Lama’s 90th birthday celebrations, Minority Affairs Minister Kiren Rijiju affirmed
that the reincarnation is the Dalai Lama’s religious responsibility alone. Within a day the MEA
declared that India takes no position on matters of faith, and Rijiju clarified that he had spoken
as a devotee rather than for the government.?° The episode illustrates the pattern: genuine
political commitment, institutional retreat under Chinese pressure. Multiple interlocutors
nonetheless assessed the underlying commitment as real. One stated directly, “India has
decided it’s a religious issue. There is no price.”3° Crucially, several Himalayan state
governments actively want the 15th Dalai Lama to be born in India—a structural counterweight
to any central government accommodation.

The Diaspora Deficit

In 2009, 110,228 Tibetans lived in India. By 2025, only 60,000—65,000 remain.3! The structural
drivers are documented and largely unaddressed: Tibetans legally cannot own land or
businesses in India; the annual Government of India grant to the Central Tibetan Relief
Committee runs approximately $1 million USD; citizenship eligibility excludes large cohorts who
arrived after 1987; the institutions built for Tibetans are increasingly filled by Himalayan
Indians. As one Tibetan exile observed, “We only invest in Tibetans to see them leave and go
elsewhere.”3?

Those figures describe India alone. The Central Tibetan Administration puts the worldwide exile
population at roughly 130,000, a figure Sikyong Penpa Tsering has given as 130,000 to 140,000,
and its own 2020 baseline study of communities outside South Asia found it split roughly evenly
between India, Nepal, and Bhutan on one side and everywhere else on the other. Tibetans in
North America, Europe, and Australia vote in Tibetan parliamentary elections and constitute a
substantial share of the CTA’s electorate; the February and April 2026 elections were conducted
across twenty-seven countries. Thus, half of the CTA’s constituency lives beyond its
administrative reach—and in jurisdictions where the PRC’s new extraterritorial claim applies.
U.S. funding that reaches the CTA reaches that whole community rather than the Indian
settlements alone, a point that bears on the appropriations recommendations in Section X.33

The pipeline that historically replenished the diaspora is sealed. China has near-totally
succeeded in closing the Nepal-Tibet border to Tibetan refugees: 12,093 Tibetans arrived in
exile in the five years from 1995-1999; only 81 arrived between 2020 and 2025.3* The
demographic base on which India’s Tibet posture rests—the exile community whose presence
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justifies the CTA’s operations, whose monasteries will anchor the search process, and whose
political engagement with Indian civil society provides the domestic rationale for the
Government of India maintaining its commitment—is shrinking at a rate that will become
strategically determinative within the succession window.

India’s Red Lines and the BJP Ecosystem

Despite institutional gaps, several red lines appear durable across governments. India will not
expel the Dalai Lama. It will not expel the CTA. It will not formally recognize a Chinese-selected
15th Dalai Lama. These are consistently articulated by interlocutors across the political
spectrum and appear to reflect genuine constraints rather than negotiating positions. That
durability should not be mistaken for enthusiasm. A former Ministry of Home Affairs official
described succession privately as “a hot potato no one wants,” and the preference across the
Indian bureaucracy is for the process to unfold with as little domestic visibility as possible—
even relief, in some quarters, if the 15th were identified outside India entirely. That discomfort
is with prominence and exposure, not with the substance of the commitments above; it argues
for a posture that holds the red lines as firm while expecting India to manage their execution as
quietly as the moment allows.3> The BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) government’s relationship
with the Tibet question has an additional ideological dimension that prior analyses have
underweighted. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)-affiliated networks that form the
organizational backbone of BJP politics have theological and civilizational reasons to resist
Chinese appropriation of Buddhist heritage. Several Himalayan constituency political leaders
have personal devotional relationships with the Dalai Lama that function as a genuine political
constraint on central government accommodation.

Modi’s own record is more calibrated than either enthusiasm or accommodation would
suggest. Sikyong Lobsang Sangay attended his swearing-in in May 2014, the first time the head
of the Tibetan administration was present at such a ceremony, and Chinese protest followed
immediately. Four years later, ahead of the Wuhan summit, the Cabinet Secretary circulated an
advisory discouraging senior leaders and officials from attending events marking the sixtieth
year of the Dalai Lama’s exile, and the Thank You India commemoration was moved out of
Delhi. In July 2025, Modi issued a public birthday message to the Dalai Lama, three days after
the MEA had declined to take a position on the succession. The pattern holds across a decade:
warmth expressed personally and at the level of state politics in the Himalayan belt, ambiguity
preserved institutionally at the MEA, and calibration against the state of the broader
relationship with Beijing. Read against the institutional findings above, this is what a Tibet
posture looks like in the absence of a doctrine, a set of individual judgments made case by case
that can move in either direction depending on who is asked and when.3®

V. BORDER DYNAMICS AND CHINESE PRESSURE TOOLS

The Post-Galwan Environment
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The June 2020 Galwan Valley clashes killed 20 Indian soldiers and an unknown number of
Chinese troops, shattering the framework of managed competition that had governed Sino-
Indian relations for two decades.?” Starting in late 2024, both sides moved toward
normalization: disengagement at several friction points, restoration of diplomatic contacts, and
a Modi-Xi meeting on the sidelines of the BRICS summit in Kazan. But the underlying territorial
disputes remain unresolved, significant distrust persists, and Chinese military infrastructure
along the LAC has continued to develop throughout the normalization period.

The succession question sits inside this environment in two ways. First, the Arunachal Pradesh
sovereignty dispute—China’s claim to “South Tibet,” reinforced through six rounds of
“standardized” place-name announcements between 2017 and April 2026—directly implicates
the most likely reincarnation search terrain.3® Tawang, in Arunachal Pradesh, is the birthplace
of the Sixth Dalai Lama and has been discussed within the Tibetan community as a plausible
search location. The territory is already the most tested flashpoint on the eastern LAC. China’s
ambassador to India stated in 2006 that Beijing claimed the whole of Arunachal Pradesh, not
merely the areas in dispute since the 1962 war, naming Tawang specifically. In December 2022,
some 300 PLA soldiers armed with clubs and spiked rods attempted to seize a ridge near
Yangtse in the Tawang sector, the first serious clash since Galwan; both sides took dozens of
injuries before disengaging. That history means a reincarnation identified in Tawang would not
be introducing a new source of friction—it would be activating one Beijing has already
demonstrated a willingness to contest by force.3° A reincarnation identified in Arunachal would
generate immediate Chinese escalation across multiple vectors. Second, Beijing has used
border posture as leverage in the broader bilateral relationship, and the pattern of escalation
coinciding with Indian Tibet policy moves suggests a deliberate signaling relationship that India
must calculate when considering its succession posture.

Chinese Pressure Instruments

Diplomatic pressure: CCP officials communicate with Indian counterparts on Tibet not through
constructive dialogue aimed at mutual understanding but through consistent threat and
criticism of any Indian action perceived as support for the Dalai Lama. The July 2025 sequence is
illustrative. On July 2, hours after the Dalai Lama vested succession authority in the Trust,
China’s Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Mao Ning asserted that the reincarnation must comply
with Chinese laws and regulations as well as religious ritual and historical convention.*® When
India’s Minority Affairs Minister Rijiju affirmed the Dalai Lama’s sole authority the following
day, Mao Ning responded at the July 4 briefing that India should be clear about the anti-China
separatist nature of the 14th Dalai Lama, honor its commitments on Tibet-related issues, and
exercise caution in its words and actions. The exchange was carried by Press Trust of India and
reported across the Indian press; it does not appear in the transcript subsequently posted by
the China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Prime Minister Modi’s birthday message on July 6 drew
anotherstatement the next day. Three Chinese responses in six days, each calibrated to a
different level of Indian signaling.*! In a succession scenario, this instrument would be deployed
at higher frequency and intensity.
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Economic pressure: India’s trade deficit with China reached $112 billion in FY2026.%? 81percent
by value of India’s rare earth permanent magnet imports in 2024-2025 came from China—
components vital for electric vehicles, consumer electronics, and defense aerospace
production.*® China’s 2025 deployment of rare earth export controls against the United States
demonstrated the instrument is operational. Approximately 42 percent of China’s acts of
economic coercion targeting bordering countries relate to Taiwan, Hong Kong, Tibet, or
Xinjiang.#

Water and environmental pressure: During the August 2017 Doklam standoff, China withheld
hydrological data on the Yarlung Tsangpo/Brahmaputra River needed for Indian flood
management, violating bilateral data-sharing agreements dating to 2002. Assam recorded 160
flood deaths in 2017, against 64 the year before and 45 the year after, according to figures later
tabled in the state legislative assembly. Those figures carry no official attribution to the
withheld data, and the monsoon that year was severe across the region; what the episode
establishes is that Beijing was willing to suspend a technical agreement during a political
standoff.* The Yarlung Tsangpo mega-dam now under construction will further increase
Chinese control over water flows into Arunachal Pradesh and Assam.

Near-abroad pressure: Beijing has extended its pressure toolkit to Nepal, Mongolia, and Sri
Lanka.*® In Nepal, documented cases of Tibetan asylum seekers being handed directly to
Chinese security forces reflect sustained Chinese pressure on successive governments. In
Mongolia, Beijing retaliated against the Dalai Lama’s 2016 visit with border restrictions, tariffs,
and a diplomatic freeze—rescinded only after Mongolia apologized. The 2023 introduction of
the 10th Bogd Jebtsundamba, a dual Mongolian-U.S. citizen, has prompted Beijing to pressure
the Mongolian government through a corruption investigation targeting the child’s family
mining company and bank account freezes. Sri Lanka shows the same pattern. In January 2023,
the Chinese Chargé d’Affaires personally lobbied the Mahanayake Thero of Kandy’s Malwathu
chapter—one of Sri Lankan Buddhism’s most senior monastic authorities—to block a rumored
Dalai Lama visit, explicitly invoking China’s COVID-era and economic-crisis support as leverage.
Sri Lanka has not permitted a Dalai Lama visit since 2012, and its monastic leadership has stated
plainly that it will not contradict Beijing’s position on the question.*” Unlike Nepal and
Mongolia, Sri Lanka’s compliance required no visible coercion beyond a private conversation—a
measure of how far preemptive deference has already traveled among smaller Buddhist-
majority states with heavy Chinese economic exposure. The pattern of religious institutional
leverage applied to governments with Buddhist ties will intensify during the succession period.

VI. CHINESE INFLUENCE OPERATIONS TARGETING INDIA ON TIBET

Scope and Expansion

Chinese influence efforts targeting India on Tibet have expanded significantly since 2020. What
was historically concentrated in India’s communist party ecosystem now targets the full

political and academic spectrum. That historical concentration deserves explanation, because it
defines what the expansion is expanding from. Party-to-party ties between the CCP and the
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Communist Party of India and its Marxist successor date to the 1950s and survived both the
1962 war and the Sino-Soviet split, giving Beijing durable access to a segment of Indian political
and intellectual life. The access carried an inherited framing with it: Tibet as a feudal theocracy
transformed by revolution, the Dalai Lama as a class figure rather than a religious one, and the
boundary dispute as a colonial inheritance rather than a Chinese claim. That framing passed
into parts of the Indian academy and press through the same networks. Its reach was always
bounded, since the parliamentary left has been a diminishing electoral force for two decades,
which is what makes the shift toward the RSS and BJP ecosystem, the Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) faculty, and the mass digital platforms consequential. Beijing is no longer
working principally through a constituency that already agreed with it. For example, the
Chinese Embassy has intensified academic engagement at Jawaharlal Nehru University,
including through fellowships for students to visit Tibet, equipment funding, and faculty
cultivation.*® The Chinese Ambassador publicly inaugurated a Chinese language center at JNU.
CCP-linked officials have met with RSS and BJP leadership, a striking expansion beyond
traditional left-network focus. The Buddhist Association of China, administered under the
UFWD, and China’s triennial World Buddhist Forum have become platforms for asserting CCP
leadership over Buddhist communities in South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Russia’s Buddhist-
minority republics.

The Official Narrative Architecture

The content of Chinese influence operations targeting India follows the internal policy
directives that Xi Jinping has articulated consistently across multiple senior-level forums. At the
2020 Tibet Work Forum, attended by the entire Politburo Standing Committee, Xi called for
officials to “educate the masses in the struggle against separatists,” “build an impregnable
fortress to maintain stability in Tibet,” and promote the “Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism.”*°
These themes—Tibet as a stability problem requiring CCP management, the Dalai Lama as a
separatist threat, Tibetan Buddhism as requiring alignment with “socialist society” —are the
same themes deployed in Chinese Foreign Ministry statements to India, in Chinese state media
content targeting Indian audiences, and in UFWD-coordinated academic and cultural
programming. The narrative architecture of these influence campaigns is centrally directed, not
improvised.

Digital Infrastructure

India banned TikTok in 2020, significantly limiting China’s most potent global influence platform
in its largest potential market.”® But Chinese state media maintains substantial reach through
other channels. CGTN Hindi operates a Facebook page with 12 million followers. China Media
Group Tamil has 11 million followers. China Radio International Bengala reaches 11 million.
With India hosting the world’s largest number of Facebook users, these accounts represent
direct access to tens of millions of Indian information consumers on topics the CCP cares about
most, including Tibet and the Dalai Lama. The same platforms give United Front organizations
direct access to diaspora audiences. Tibetan exile media have documented Beijing’s promotion
of returnees, figures who left with the Dalai Lama in 1959 and have since gone back to Chinese-
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controlled Tibet, as evidence that the exile project has exhausted itself. Each such return also
removes a voice from the community whose presence in India sustains Indian public sympathy
for the Tibetan cause.>!

Beyond overt state media, the threat is more diffuse. In February 2024, Indian security agencies
flagged to the central government a set of Indian social media influencers assessed to be
producing pro-China content under sponsorship arrangements in which Chinese entities
covered their expenses and granted access to restricted areas including Tibet and Xinjiang.
Officials framed the concern in terms of reach: accounts with substantial followings across
platforms are positioned to shape narratives in ways that carry national security implications.>?
These covert channels are harder to identify and counter than branded state media and
represent the more durable influence risk.

DeepSeek, China’s premier Al platform, presents a distinct and underappreciated vector. When
Deepseek launched its mobile app, India accounted for 15.6% of all downloads, the largest
portion across the 140 markets where the app was released. India is DeepSeek’s second largest
market, accounting for 13.59 percent of monthly active users.>® DeepSeek’s outputs on Tibet-
related queries follow CCP talking points. In responses reported by the Indian outlet India.com
in February 2025, the platform described the Dalai Lama as “a figure of significant historical and
cultural importance within Tibetan Buddhism” while adding that Tibet has been an integral part
of China since ancient times. Those outputs could not be reproduced against the current model
and should be read as documented at that date rather than as a stable property of the system.
India’s parliament is debating whether to ban DeepSeek, but until that question is resolved the
platform is shaping the information environment in which Indian public and elite opinion on
Tibet forms.

The 2023 Smear Campaign: A Case Study

The most visible Chinese influence operation targeting the Dalai Lama’s reputation in India was
the 2023 smear campaign following a private event in Dharamshala. During the event, the Dalai
Lama engaged a child in what scholar Magnus Fiskesjo later explained in The Diplomat was a
traditional Tibetan gesture—the Dalai Lama’s expression of “che le sa” (“you may eat my
tongue”), a customary idiom of affection when one has no treat left to give.>* Reporting by
Fiskesjo and others indicates that video of the exchange was obtained and that, approximately
one month after the event, coordinated sharing of the footage began across social media
platforms popular outside China, framing the interaction as evidence of pedophilia. The CTA’s
own count put the videos above seven million views, and accounts with large followings
amplified the story without access to the full context. Chinese state media provided
institutional amplification, and the Dalai Lama subsequently issued an apology for any hurt
caused by his words. The coordination signature was distinctive: a dedicated account created in
February 2023 seeded the clip in April, and it spread through networks of linked bot accounts
before amplification by larger pro-Beijing accounts drove it past a million views within days.>>
Sikyong Penpa Tsering stated publicly that the CTA’s own review indicated “pro-Chinese
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sources” were involved in engineering the clip’s spread, a characterization no Indian or
international outlet has disputed.>®

The campaign failed in its primary objective. The Dalai Lama’s personal resonance with Indian
audiences is deep enough that the manipulation was quickly identified and rejected. Among
younger Indians, 41 percent already held negative views of China driven primarily by Galwan,
creating a skeptical baseline that made pro-CCP narratives on the Dalai Lama a difficult sell.>” As
multiple interlocutors assessed: the episode was “laughed off.”

While the campaign’s failure is instructive it should not produce complacency. The 2023
operation demonstrated rapid cross-platform deployment, coordinated state media
amplification, and the use of authentic footage stripped of context—a more sophisticated
toolkit than raw fabrication. In a succession scenario, when the Dalai Lama has passed and the
successor candidate is an unknown child without decades of established public credibility, the
same operational architecture may be far more effective. The target will not be a globally
recognized charismatic Nobel Peace Prize laureate with 60 years of goodwill in India. It will be a
child identified through a process most Indian and global information consumers will know little
about.

Effectiveness Assessment

Chinese operations in India do not yet appear to be gaining significant traction on Tibet
specifically. No major Indian think tank has deviated from support for Tibet. The Sinicization
narrative has not penetrated mainstream Indian political discourse. One historian offered the
sharpest structural evidence: Chinese propaganda on Tibet has been essentially unchanged
since 1959, and the most powerful proof that it is not working is the Himalayan wall itself—if
Tibetans inside Tibet genuinely believed the Chinese narrative, China would not need to
prevent them from leaving.

Where operations are more effective is in the knowledge vacuum of Indian academic discourse.
No dedicated Tibetan studies programs exist at Indian universities. The combination of that
vacuum and sustained Chinese media presence—including Al platforms with documented pro-
CCP default outputs—creates conditions for gradual narrative drift at the elite level even where
mass opinion remains resistant.

The mechanism is worth addressing, as mass Indian opinion on Tibet, formed through decades
of direct contact with the Tibetan exile community, is comparatively resistant to Chinese
narratives, while elite and academic opinion—precisely the audience with less day-to-day
exposure to that community—is more exposed to drift. Without a dedicated Tibetan-studies
field, Indian scholars, journalists, and policymakers evaluating a Chinese state-media claim or
an Al-generated summary have no independent body of expertise to check it against. The
vulnerability runs opposite to where casual intuition would place it: not with the public, but
with the specialists the public would otherwise expect to catch the error. The International
Campaign for Tibet’s (ICT’s) Tibet Monitor has separately documented Al-enabled narrative-
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control efforts tied to a July 2026 Lhasa conference, additional evidence of the same pattern,
though as an interested party ICT’s reporting should be read alongside independent sourcing
rather than as the sole basis for the claim.>®

Beijing’s near-abroad operations extend the pattern geographically. At Lumbini in Nepal, the
birthplace of the Buddha and a site of active China-India soft power competition, Beijing
attempted to send its state-installed Panchen Lama for a religious function in late 2024,
canceled only after press leaks caused public blowback. In March 2025, a senior Tibetan lama
who had fled Tibet was found dead in Vietnam under suspicious circumstances, documented by
Human Rights Watch (HRW), a case HRW has cited among the gravest documented incidents
involving a Tibetan exile figure, though the cause of death has not been independently
confirmed targeting a Tibetan religious figure in the region.>®

Taken together, these operations signal Beijing’s intent to contest the legitimacy of the Tibetan
religious network in every jurisdiction where it operates, and the Vietnam death—if it is what
advocacy groups suspect—suggests that intent may extend to physical intimidation as well—
not only in India, but across the arc of countries through which a recognition process, a
successor’'s movements, or the diaspora’s support networks might run.

VII. UNITED FRONT WORK DEPARTMENT ELITE ENGAGEMENT WITH INDIAN
INSTITUTIONS

Institutional Architecture

The United Front Work Department (UFWD) is the central organizing institution for Chinese
operations targeting Tibet-related discourse in India. The UFWD’s Seventh Bureau has been
organized around Tibet and overseas Tibetan community operations since 2005.%° Its approach
in India is selective: as one observer assessed, “they select who they can influence the most.”
The Buddhist Association of China, administered under the UFWD, functions as the primary
platform for religious soft-power operations, regularly convening monks from across Asia in
China for visits to Tibet and dispatching them home to produce favorable accounts.®?

Target Categories and Documented Patterns

Academic institutions: JNU has been the primary target of documented UFWD academic
engagement. The Chinese Embassy has funded equipment, supported fellowships for students
to visit Tibet, and cultivated faculty through invitation programs. The Ambassador’s public
inauguration of a Chinese language center at JNU represents an escalation in the visibility of
this engagement.®? The absence of Tibetan studies programs at Indian universities creates a
structural knowledge vacuum that sustained Chinese academic engagement can exploit over
time, even at modest levels of direct effectiveness.

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 23



Political networks: CCP-linked officials have met with RSS and BJP leadership, confirmed by
multiple sources, though the specific agenda of these meetings requires further
documentation. This expansion beyond UFWD’s traditional focus on India’s communist parties
and left-academic networks reflects an understanding that the BJP’s organizational ecosystem
is both a risk to Beijing’s succession strategy and a potential influence target. If the ideological
counterweight to Indian government accommodation can be neutralized, the political
constraint on central government Tibet policy weakens substantially.

Media: Chinese state media inserts in major Indian newspapers—China Daily content in the
Hindustan Times and Times of India—maintain sustained narrative presence in elite
information consumption.®® Chinese Embassy op-eds addressing Tibet-related topics have
appeared with increasing frequency since 2020. The framing is consistent across these
channels: Tibet as a development success delivered by central government stewardship,
religious life as heritage preserved rather than practice governed, the exile community absent
altogether, and Indian engagement with Dharamshala cast as interference in a Chinese internal
matter. What this report establishes is the presence of that input rather than its downstream
effect. No major Indian think tank or commentator has been identified adopting the framing on
Tibet specifically, which is consistent with the effectiveness assessment below. That is a finding
about the present rather than a forecast; the same channels would carry substantially higher
volume during a succession contest, against an audience with no independent body of Tibetan-
studies expertise to check it against.

Religious networks: The UFWD’s use of the Buddhist Association of China to engage Indian
Buddhist institutions—through the World Buddhist Forum and bilateral religious exchange
programs—is documented at the organizational level.®* The Shugden sect, whose worship of
Dorje Shugden is backed by the PRC and whose members reject the current Dalai Lama’s
authority, operates in India as a ready-made instrument for contesting the legitimacy of a Trust-
led reincarnation process. In a succession scenario, Beijing would deploy the Shugden to
guestion the Trust’s authority directly within Indian Buddhist communities.

VIIl. TOWARD THREE-WAY ALIGNMENT: WASHINGTON, DELHI, DHARAMSHALA

“DCis in the dark about what India will do when the time comes.” That assessment from a
former senior Indian security official is not a description of a communication gap. Itis a
diagnosis of a trust deficit specific to the succession question, distinct from the broader U.S.-
India relationship. Simply put, Indian elites and policymakers do not “think the U.S. will
coordinate collaboratively.”® That gap is not spread evenly across the three capitals, which is a
more tractable problem than it first appears. Sikyong Penpa Tsering describes Washington and
Dharamshala as already “on the same page” on succession planning; the deficit is concentrated
in the Delhi-Washington relationship specifically.®® Achieving alignment therefore does not
require building three relationships from nothing—it requires bringing one relationship up to
the level the other two already occupy.

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 24



This distrust is not without cause, and it runs in both directions. No U.S. president has met with
the Dalai Lama since June 2016, when President Obama received him in the White House Map
Room —a decade-long absence of presidential-level engagement that was read in Delhi as
Washington hedging its Tibet commitments when they had potential diplomatic cost.®” In
Delhi’s view, India’s sustained sacrifice for the Tibet relationship—hosting the CTA, providing
territory for the Dalai Lama’s operations, absorbing Chinese pressure across multiple vectors—
has never been formally acknowledged at senior levels by the United States as a strategic
contribution deserving reciprocal commitment. But the trust deficit is not only Washington’s to
remedy. Indian officials have historically resisted U.S. attempts to engage collaboratively on
Tibet, treating it as sovereign turf—consistent with Indian foreign policy’s broader emphasis on
strategic autonomy—rather than as a shared problem necessitating of joint planning. The result
is a relationship in which Washington assumes alignment, while Delhi deflects coordination it
might benefit from, and both sides manage the Tibet question as if the other were not a
relevant partner.

Dharamshala’s position complicates both bilateral relationships. The CTA’s democratic
architecture has strengthened over time—Penpa Tsering’s re-election as Sikyong in May 2026,
an inauguration attended by two BJP Members of Parliament, including Tapir Gao of Arunachal
East, and by two U.S. Embassy officials, his second five-year term, and the completion of
Tibetan parliamentary elections across 27 countries demonstrate electoral continuity that does
not depend on the Dalai Lama’s personal authority.®® But democratic legitimacy and
governance capacity are not the same thing. Below the level of the Sikyong, the CTA’s
governance and technical apparatus remains institutionally thin, limiting its ability to
communicate its succession position effectively to either Washington or Delhi, let alone to
coordinate between them. The problem is compounded by a structural channel division: the
Gaden Phodrang—the Dalai Lama’s private office—is the principal interlocutor with New Delhi,
while the CTA as an elected institution is the primary interlocutor with Washington. Whether
these two channels are conveying consistent positions on succession, and whether Delhi and
Washington are comparing notes on what they are hearing, is uncertain.

The alighment gap may in part be a product of this institutional bifurcation within Dharamshala
itself. While the CTA has been professionalizing and building capacity in recent years its
governance capacity remains limited. Moreover, succession has not yet “been taken up as a
single topic with any of the ministries” in the CTA’s dealings with the Indian government.®® It is
less that the CTA lacks the capacity to manage a succession process; rather, it is that specific
conversations about succession with New Delhi have not yet formally started, which is a
narrower and more fixable problem than an institutional capacity deficit would be.

The succession process is more institutionally advanced than most external analysis recognizes.
The Trust is registered, its authority is declared, its leadership is identified, and its
composition—all members required to be based in India—is known.”® The deepest risk is what
comes after the transition itself: one of the 14th Dalai Lama’s defining contributions has been
unifying Tibetans from across the three traditional provinces—U-Tsang, Kham, and Amdo—
under a single political identity, and passing that political coherence to the CTA. But as one
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interlocutor assessed: “When he transitions, the old habit of fighting amongst provinces may
resume. China will enable this further by dividing the Tibetans.””*

The geographic fracture is not the only fault line the transition could reopen. A second, more
conceptual divide—between the Middle Way approach (Umaylam) the 14th Dalai Lama has
championed and a harder independence position (Rangzen) that many in the exile community
have set aside out of personal deference to him—has stayed largely dormant for decades
precisely because his authority made the debate feel unnecessary. That deference does not
automatically transfer to his successor or to the CTA. If the succession contest coincides with
pressure toward a more maximalist position on Tibetan self-determination, it could complicate
the international support that has been built around the Middle Way’s explicit renunciation of
full independence, even as it energizes parts of the diaspora frustrated by decades of limited
returns. The two fractures are more likely to compound than to operate independently: a CTA
weakened by provincial division has less institutional capacity to manage a simultaneous
ideological realignment, and an institution absorbed in an ideological fight has less capacity to
hold the provinces together.

The Middle Way Approach, or Umaylam, warrants a word of explanation for readers new to the
subject. Formally adopted by the Tibetan exile leadership in 1988 and reaffirmed by the CTA
since, it seeks genuine autonomy for Tibetans within the People’s Republic of China rather than
independence: Tibetan authority over religion, culture, language, education, and environment,
with Beijing retaining foreign affairs and defense. It is the position on which international
support for the Tibetan cause has been built, precisely because it asks governments to endorse
autonomy within existing borders rather than secession. Beijing has nonetheless rejected it,
treating it as separatism by other means, which is part of why the position has become harder
for the exile leadership to defend to its own constituency.

Chinese influence operations are seeking to widen the alignment gap deliberately. If DC, Delhi,
and Dharamshala hold incomplete and partially inaccurate models of each other’s succession
positions—and the interview evidence suggests they do—then any Chinese operation that
reinforces those misperceptions serves Beijing’s interests without requiring direct interference
in any capital’s decision-making. That gap is a strategic vulnerability that no public signaling can
close. It requires structured, confidential, trilateral engagement. No mechanism for that
engagement currently exists.

IX. SUCCESSION SCENARIO VIGNETTES

Although there are a wide variety of possible scenarios, four scenarios capture the principal
contingencies through which the succession contest could unfold. They are not mutually
exclusive: elements of each can combine and recombine again, and the progression from one to
another will be driven by decisions taken—or not taken—in New Delhi, Washington,
Dharamshala and Beijing. Fuller treatment, including decision points, signposts, and scenario-
specific U.S. response options, appears in the Scenarios Appendix.”?
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Scenario 1: The Fait Accompli

Beijing moves rapidly after the Dalai Lama’s death, announcing its state-selected 15th Dalai
Lama before the Gaden Phodrang Trust can identify and confirm a successor.”® For a period of
months—potentially years—the only publicly announced Dalai Lama is Beijing’s. Beijing applies
immediate diplomatic and economic pressure on India and other governments to decline
recognition of any Trust-identified alternative. The critical variable is whether the United States
and like-minded governments have established, prior to this moment, a clear public position
that they will recognize only the Trust’s choice. If they have not, Beijing’s fait accompli creates
political space for fence-sitting that erodes the Trust’s eventual candidate’s legitimacy before
that candidate can establish a public presence.

Three considerations should shape how that public position is built and who it is built with.
First, the framing used to justify it matters as much as the position itself: an overtly geopolitical
framing risks validating Beijing’s own description of the succession contest as a political tool
rather than a religious-freedom question, which cuts against the strongest available justification
for non-recognition and hands Beijing an argument it might not otherwise have. Public
statements are best kept anchored in religious freedom and deference to Tibetan Buddhist
tradition; the strategic contingency planning this report recommends belongs in the private
Washington-Delhi channel, not in the public rationale for it. Second, non-recognition of a
Beijing-selected candidate by the United States and like-minded governments is close to certain
regardless of how the framing question is resolved—the harder and more consequential
contest is for the governments genuinely undecided, concentrated among China-adjacent
Buddhist-majority states and the broader Global South, where Beijing’s economic leverage is
strongest and a Western religious-freedom framing carries the least persuasive weight. Third,
that in turn argues for treating coalition-building beyond the usual like-minded governments as
an urgent rather than secondary task, and for doing it through India and other non-Western
validators rather than through direct U.S. appeals, given how contested U.S. credibility on
human rights currently is in exactly the capitals this contest will be decided in. None of this is an
argument for U.S. passivity; it is an argument for choosing messengers and framing deliberately
rather than defaulting to the loudest available voice.

Scenario 2: The Tawang Crucible

The Gaden Phodrang Trust’s search leads to a reincarnation candidate identified in Arunachal
Pradesh—most plausibly in the Tawang region, birthplace of the Sixth Dalai Lama.”* Beijing
responds with immediate escalation: diplomatic pressure, assertions that any candidate found
in “South Tibet” cannot be recognized, heightened military posture along the LAC, and
economic measures—tariff threats, rare-earth and critical-mineral export leverage, and market-
access restrictions. India must decide whether to provide the political and security cover that
allows the identification and confirmation process to proceed—effectively staking its position in
the Sino-Indian border dispute on the succession outcome. The scenario tests whether the
post-2024 Sino-Indian normalization has produced any genuine strategic trust.
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Scenario 3: The Delayed Legitimacy Contest

Both the Trust and Beijing identify candidates within a similar timeframe, producing the two-
Dalai-Lamas outcome that is currently the consensus expectation among informed
observers.”>The contest shifts from identification to a decades-long legitimacy competition. The
Trust’s candidate must establish religious authority against a state-backed competitor with
access to Chinese-controlled monasteries inside Tibet, financial resources, and Beijing’s
diplomatic pressure apparatus. The critical variable is institutional continuity: whether the CTA
can sustain Tibetan exile political community through what could be as long as a 15-20 year
regency period, carrying a substantially heavier institutional load than it bears today. That load
falls hardest on a capacity that receives little attention in current Tibet policy discussions:
cybersecurity. The CTA’s digital infrastructure—official communications, Trust-related
succession records, and the platforms through which the exile community engages
internationally—becomes a higher-value target for Chinese intelligence services precisely as
institutional bandwidth is most strained by leadership transition. The U.S.-China Economic and
Security Review Commission’s own March 2026 delegation to India and Dharamshala identified
CTA cybersecurity and technical capacity-building as a priority gap not currently reflected in
U.S. policy or funding, and whether India and the United States maintain their support through
bilateral relationship fluctuations.”®

A successful Chinese installation would also put the CTA’s own standing at risk. Its claim to
represent Tibetans everywhere rests on the Dalai Lama’s authority considerably more than on
its electoral mandate, and a recognition contest it cannot win outright would expose that
dependence. Should Washington and Delhi decline to state a position, or state one and then
allow it to lapse, Tibetans outside India would have reason to conclude that the CTA cannot
deliver the international backing its legitimacy assumes. United Front-affiliated bodies, the
Buddhist Association of China among them, would work that conclusion hard, and the divisions
available to exploit are the ones described above. The institutional consequence is that a share
of the CTA’s credibility sits in American and Indian hands, and is spent or preserved by decisions
taken before the succession rather than after it.

Scenario 4: The Simultaneous Crisis

Border escalation along the LAC coincides with a succession crisis—either because Beijing
calculates that military pressure during the succession process will force Indian
accommodation, or because a broader deterioration in Sino-Indian relations produces
simultaneous pressure on both tracks. This is the scenario in which the U.S.-India security
partnership faces its most direct test and Chinese influence operations on India are most likely
to find purchase, as Delhi’s attention and bandwidth are divided. Pre-crisis consultation
between Washington and Delhi on exactly this contingency is the most obvious gap in the
current relationship. Beijing has already demonstrated what dual-track pressure of this kind
looks like in practice, if at smaller scale: within a week of the Dalai Lama’s November 2016 visit
to Ulaanbaatar—during which he indicated the reincarnation he would recognize as the next
Jetsun Dampa had been born in Mongolia—China closed the Gants Mod border crossing,
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stranding hundreds of trucks and freezing bilateral diplomatic talks until Ulaanbaatar issued a
formal apology.”’ A border-crossing closure or a sudden increase in LAC troop posture at a
moment of succession tension would be the clearest signal that the Simultaneous Crisis
scenario has moved from hypothetical to live.

X. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CONGRESS

The following twelve recommendations are organized by urgency—what Congress can do now
at no cost, what requires funding or sustained institutional action this Congress, and what
activates only once succession is underway—with each item also tagged by mechanism:
[Legislative], [Appropriations], [Oversight], or [Diplomatic]. Within each tier the
recommendations are ordered by priority. That ordering reflects sequencing rather than
relative importance: items appear earlier where acting late forecloses options, and the tiers
themselves mark what must be in place before an interregnum, what must be built during this
Congress, and what activates only once the succession is under way. Three items carry the
greatest weight across all three tiers and should be read as the report’s principal asks: the pre-
succession recognition statement; passage of H.R. 8982; and the paired effort to build a U.S.-
India succession channel, which comprises the bilateral channel proposed below and the Track
1.5 and Track 2 consultations that are its near-term substitute and its eventual foundation. The
remainder are not lesser commitments so much as later ones, and several become
unrecoverable if deferred past the succession event itself.

NOW — No Cost, No New Legislation Required

e [Diplomatic] Put on record now that the United States will recognize only the Gaden
Phodrang Trust’s choice and seek to build a broader international coalition around
that commitment. Congress should direct the Secretary of State to issue a formal
statement, prior to the succession event, that U.S. policy is to recognize only the
successor identified through the process authorized by the Dalai Lama’s July 2, 2025
declaration, and that any Beijing-selected candidate will have no standing under U.S.
law or diplomatic practice. Beijing will seek to use its candidate as a diplomatic sorting
mechanism, demanding that governments choose, as it has done on Taiwan. Working
with other like-mindeds (Japan, Australia, Korea, the EU, the UK) and through such
mechanisms as the International Parliamentary Alliance on China to seek to preempt
that leverage attempt now, while the cost is still relatively low, is far less difficult than
contesting it after a fait accompli.

o [Diplomatic] [Oversight] Put Tibet succession explicitly on the bilateral U.S.-India
agenda. Congress should direct the executive branch to establish a quiet, senior-level
channel for U.S.-India succession contingency planning and to report on its status within
180 days. The channel should include intelligence-sharing components relevant to
Chinese influence operations and should explicitly acknowledge—at the diplomatic
level—what India has absorbed for the Tibet relationship over six decades. Washington
must earn the alignment it currently assumes.
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[Diplomatic] Use congressional delegations to set expectations with Beijing now.
CODELs and STAFFDELs traveling to China should request to visit Tibet, should raise
Tibet succession directly with PRC officials, and should direct the Executive Branch to
make U.S. non-recognition of any Beijing-selected candidate a standing point in official
U.S.-China channels. The goal is not to change Beijing’s position but to foreclose any
misperception that the U.S. view is negotiable or that a future administration might
prove more pliant. There has been little to no sustained discussion of succession in U.S.-
China official channels to date; establishing that pattern now, while the issue remains
hypothetical, costs little and forecloses ambiguity later.

[Oversight] Test Washington’s own readiness before testing anyone else’s. No U.S.
interagency exercise has examined a Dalai Lama succession contingency. Congress
should direct the State Department, in coordination with the National Security Council,
the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, the Department of Defense, and the
Special Coordinator for Tibetan Issues, to conduct an internal tabletop exercise on
succession scenarios and to brief the relevant committees on its findings within 180
days. This requires no new legislation, no appropriation beyond existing staff time, and
no foreign partner’s agreement. Its value is diagnostic: an exercise of this kind surfaces
the disagreements among U.S. agencies about recognition timing, diplomatic
sequencing, and escalation risk that would otherwise emerge for the first time during
the event itself. The exercise should test the Simultaneous Crisis scenario described in
Section IX and Appendix A.

NEAR-TERM — Requires Funding, Institution-Building, or Sustained Action This
Congress

[Legislative] Support passage of the Assuring the Future of Tibet Act of 2026 and press
for Senate companion legislation. H.R. 8982, introduced by Representatives McGovern
and McCaul in May 2026, directs the Secretary of State to advocate for the inclusion and
recognition of the CTA as the legitimate representative of the Tibetan people and
empowers the U.S. government to engage the CTA institutionally after the 14th Dalai
Lama has passed. This is the single most important near-term legislative action available
to Congress on Tibet. It should be prioritized for committee markup and floor action.
AFTA operationalizes the commitment that the Resolve Tibet Act established in
principle.

[Oversight] [Legislative] Implement the Tibetan Policy and Support Act fully and
visibly. The authorities exist; implementation remains a gap. Congress should require a
detailed implementation report on the TPSA, including the status and diplomatic and
departmental stature and protocol of the Special Coordinator for Tibetan Issues
appointment (Secretary Rubio named Assistant Secretary of State Riley M. Barnes to the
concurrent role on February 17, 2026), funding allocations, and engagement mandates.
Congress should institute a bipartisan Tibet initiative with dedicated staff and ongoing

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 30



institutional memory, preventing the episodic engagement pattern that has historically
undermined U.S. credibility on this issue.

Several recommendations in this report restate positions that are already United States
law, and the point bears making plainly because the fact is not widely known. The
Tibetan Policy and Support Act declares it to be the policy of the United States that
decisions on the selection, education, and veneration of Tibetan Buddhist religious
leaders are exclusively spiritual matters for the appropriate religious authorities within
the tradition; that the wishes of the 14th Dalai Lama, including any written instructions,
should play a key role in the selection of a 15th; and that interference by the PRC or any
other government would represent a clear abuse of the religious freedom of Tibetan
Buddhists and the Tibetan people. The Act further directs the Special Coordinator to seek
international diplomatic coalitions opposing PRC efforts to select, educate, and venerate
Tibetan Buddhist religious leaders inconsistently with traditional practice, and to ensure
that identification and installation occur solely within the Tibetan Buddhist faith
community. What is missing is execution, resourcing, and visibility. The
recommendations below should be read as directions to give effect to a policy Congress
has already adopted rather than as proposals to adopt a new one.”®

[Appropriations] [Diplomatic] Strengthen investment in Tibetan diaspora viability in
India. While only 60,000-65,000 Tibetans remain in India, down from 110,228 in 2009,
the diaspora community in India remains the heart of the Tibetan community outside
Tibet, including for the emergent institutions of the CTA. Congress should direct the
State Department to develop a specific program supporting Tibetan community
institutional viability in India, including health and education with a focus on children,
youth and women, as well cultural and economic programming, framed as strategic
investment rather than humanitarian aid. Programs of this kind already exist and receive
substantial U.S. funding across education, health, and Tibetan leadership development;
what is at issue is scale, strategic framing, and durability rather than the creation of new
authority. Settlement land leases warrant particular attention. Lease insecurity is among
the documented drivers of out-migration, and out-migration produces the institutional
erosion described in Section IV; a twenty-year horizon will not sustain a monastery or a
school that must plan across generations. Extending leases to fifty years would address
that directly. The issue is nonetheless an Indian domestic one, and pressing it as an
American ask would likely draw the response that Indian land policy is not Washington’s
to set. The more productive course treats settlement viability as a shared interest in
preserving the institutional base on which both governments’ Tibet positions depend,
and raises leases as one option India might consider rather than as a deliverable to be
extracted. Congress should also exert direct pressure on Nepal over the documented
handover of Tibetan asylum seekers to Chinese security forces. An existing vehicle
already authorizes exactly this kind of investment and should be revived rather than
reinvented: Section 409 of the Asia Reassurance Initiative Act of 2018 (ARIA, P.L. 115-
409) authorizes appropriations for activities preserving cultural traditions and
promoting sustainable development, education, and environmental conservation in
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Tibetan communities in China, India, and Nepal. ARIA’s original authorization ran
through FY2023; a 2021 effort to extend it through FY2026 via the Strategic Competition
Act did not become law, and no subsequent reauthorization has passed. ARIA is not the
sole authority available, and the case for reauthorization rests on establishing a durable
funding floor rather than on filling an authorization vacuum. Congress should
reauthorize ARIA Section 409 and set funding levels against the diaspora deficit
documented above—roughly 45,000 fewer Tibetans in India than in 2009—rather than
against the smaller, aging population base current appropriations levels were set to
serve.”®

o [Appropriations] [Diplomatic] Counter the Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism’s Indian
origins. As Section Il discusses, this is a civilizational contest as much as a political one.
Congress should appropriate funding for counter-disinformation programming targeting
Tibet-related narratives through the existing USAGM/Radio Free Asia Tibetan-language
service, which demonstrates both the vehicle’s value and its fragility: RFA’s Tibetan,
Mandarin, and Uyghur broadcasts went fully dark in October 2025 after federal grant
terminations, then resumed in February 2026 once a bipartisan spending bill restored
funding to USAGM—down from prior-year levels but sufficient to bring the service back
online. Congress should ensure Tibet-focused programming is protected within that
appropriation on a dedicated, non-discretionary basis rather than left exposed to the
kind of single-administration funding lapse that took the service dark for the better part
of a year, specifically including support for the Tibet Policy Institute at the CTA, Indian
civil society organizations, and academic programs that can produce and disseminate
accurate historical and religious scholarship. Supporting Indian engagement with
Tibetan Buddhist lineage holders based in India, including the 17th Karmapa, Ogyen
Trinley Dorje!, who occupies a unique position—recognized by both the Dalai Lama and
initially by the PRC, with followers inside China—makes closer ties with India
strategically valuable and would strengthen the civilizational counter-narrative and
reinforce India’s role as the legitimate host of the tradition.

e [Diplomatic] [Oversight] Anchor Tibet succession in the international religious
freedom framework. Congress should direct the State Department’s Office of
International Religious Freedom and the U.S. Commission on International Religious
Freedom to designate PRC management of Tibetan Buddhist succession as a priority
issue in annual reporting, and to develop a multilateral framework—working through
the International Contact Group for Freedom of Religion or Belief and like-minded
governments—that treats interference in religious succession as a violation of
international religious freedom norms.

e [Appropriations] [Oversight] [Diplomatic] Authorize and fund multilateral succession
consultations at Track 1.5 and Track 2 level. No government has tested its succession

' Although questions raised following the 2011 Rumtek Monastery incident merit consideration before
formalizing any engagement.
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contingency plans against those of its partners. Congress should direct and fund a
sustained series of consultations and exercises including, at minimum, American, Indian,
and Central Tibetan Administration participants, testing readiness to address the
diplomatic, economic, security, and humanitarian risks each scenario generates, and
including the Simultaneous Crisis scenario explicitly. This recommendation is the
practical companion to the bilateral channel proposed above, and in the near term it is
the more achievable of the two. A formal government-to-government channel
presupposes an Indian interlocutor with the standing to convene one, and Section IV
documents why that interlocutor does not currently exist: no standing doctrine, no
inter-agency process, and no single point of contact. Track 1.5 and Track 2 formats do
not carry that requirement. They can proceed without a formal Indian commitment,
they suit a bureaucracy that prefers to handle Tibet with as little visibility as possible,
and they build the analytic and personal network on which a formal channel would later
depend. Congress should treat these consultations as the mechanism through which the
alignment gap identified in this report is closed, rather than as a supplement to
diplomacy conducted elsewhere.

[Appropriations] Reinvigorate Radio Free Asia Tibet-language capacity and fund
succession-specific counter-disinformation. RFA’s journalists produced the majority of
credible reporting on developments inside Tibet before its funding was disrupted.
Congress should provide resources and guidance to strengthen RFA Tibet-language
capacity and appropriate dedicated funding for succession-specific counter-
disinformation programming, coordinated with India and like-minded governments. The
2023 smear campaign demonstrated that Chinese operations are already active and
sophisticated; the succession period will produce operations of substantially greater
scale, targeting a successor candidate who will lack the 14th Dalai Lama’s six decades of
established international credibility.

[Oversight] [Diplomatic] Develop Al-specific counter-measures for succession-related
influence operations. Congress should direct the State Department and relevant
intelligence community components to assess the threat posed by Al-generated
influence operations targeting the Dalai Lama’s succession, including the potential for
synthetic media to be used to fabricate religious authority claims or discredit the Trust’s
reincarnation process, and to develop counter-capabilities in coordination with the CTA,
India and like-minded governments.
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CONCLUSION

The succession of the 14th Dalai Lama will be one of the defining geopolitical contests of the
coming decade. Beijing has been preparing for it for decades. Washington has not, but has
instead legislated a position without building the relationships and institutional foundations
needed to make that position effective when it matters.

The center of gravity is India. No amount of U.S. public commitment, legislative action, or
diplomatic signaling on Tibet substitutes for a genuine partnership with New Delhi on the
succession question—a partnership built on acknowledged mutual interest, honest assessment
of India’s institutional gaps and the diaspora deficit, and a shared contingency planning process
that closes the alignment gap before the crisis makes it irrelevant.

The succession is not approaching. It is underway. The Gaden Phodrang Trust has its mandate.

Beijing has its preparation. The window for Washington and Delhi to get their relationship right
on this question is now open. But it will not stay open indefinitely.
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APPENDIX A: SUCCESSION SCENARIOS — EXTENDED ANALYSIS

Scenario 1: The Fait Accompli — Extended Analysis

Core dynamic: Beijing announces a state-selected 15th Dalai Lama within days of the 14th’s
death, before the Gaden Phodrang Trust can begin its search. The candidate is presented as
having been identified through the Golden Urn process designated by State Religious Affairs
Bureau Order No. 5.

Key variables: Speed of Trust response; whether Washington and Delhi have established public
positions prior to Beijing’s announcement; degree of coordination among like-minded
governments; effectiveness of counter-disinformation programming already in place.

Decision points for India: Will India permit the Trust’'s search committee to convene publicly on
Indian soil? Will it permit international religious leaders to travel to India to participate in an
alternative process? Will MEA issue a statement distinguishing India’s recognition of the Trust’s
process from China’s?

Decision points for the United States: Has the Secretary of State issued the pre-succession
recognition statement recommended in this report? Has the Special Coordinator been appointed
and briefed? Is there a U.S.-India coordination mechanism that can be activated within 72 hours
of the succession event?

Signposts: Acceleration of Chinese state media coverage of the Golden Urn process; UFWD
intensification of operations targeting Trust members or their families; Chinese diplomatic
pressure on India to accept a “one Dalai Lama” framework in advance; Chinese pressure on
Nepal to close remaining Tibetan refugee transit.

U.S. response options: Immediate: public statement recognizing only the Trust's process,
coordinated with like-minded governments if possible, unilateral if not. Short-term: G7 declaration
language; UNGA joint statement if previously prepared. Medium-term: counter-disinformation
support; TPSA-authorized sanctions on Chinese officials involved in interference.

Scenario 2: The Tawang Crucible — Extended Analysis

Core dynamic: The Trust's search committee narrows its focus to candidates in Arunachal
Pradesh, most plausibly Tawang. Beijing declares any candidate found in “South Tibet” a Chinese
citizen and the identification process an act of interference in Chinese sovereignty.

Key variables: India’s willingness to provide political cover for the search committee in Arunachal,
degree of Chinese military posturing along the LAC; U.S. posture on the border dispute; whether
the Trust can produce a confirmed candidate before political pressure forces a halt.

Linkage to LAC dynamics: This scenario has the highest probability of military escalation. Chinese
border posturing would be designed to signal the cost of Indian cooperation with the Trust’s
process. India would face the choice of continuing the search under military pressure or
suspending it—which Beijing would treat as capitulation.

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission | 43



Signposts: Increased Chinese place-name announcements targeting Tawang specifically; PLA
forward deployment in the eastern LAC sector; Chinese diplomatic démarches linking Arunachal
sovereignty to Tibet issues; UFWD operations targeting political figures in Himalayan states.

U.S. response options: Visible military signaling (exercises, senior defense engagement)
alongside diplomatic support for India’s Arunachal position. Silence or delay would confirm in
Delhi that Washington hedges under Chinese pressure—repeating the pattern that produced the
current trust deficit.

Scenario 3: The Delayed Legitimacy Contest — Extended Analysis

Core dynamic: Both the Trust and Beijing identify candidates within a broadly similar timeframe.
The contest becomes a decades-long legitimacy competition.

Key variables: Institutional continuity of the CTA through the regency period (estimated 15-20
years); sustainability of Indian government support across electoral cycles; Beijing’s use of
Chinese-controlled monasteries to build the Chinese candidate’s religious credibility;
effectiveness of the Trust’s global outreach.

The regency problem: The CTA cannot replicate the current Dalai Lama’s personal authority
during the regency. Beijing will exploit every sign of Tibetan community division to delegitimize
the Trust’s process. The emanation option (the Dalai Lama naming a successor while still alive)
would compress this vulnerability and merits quiet diplomatic attention.

Financial sustainability: The diaspora’s fundraising capacity will contract sharply after the Dalai
Lama’s death. Congressional appropriations supporting the CTA and independent Tibetan NGOs
are not optional in this scenario—they are the difference between institutional survival and
fragmentation.

Signposts favoring the Trust’s candidate: sustained Indian government support; G7 and like-
minded government non-recognition of Beijing’s candidate; the Trust’'s candidate’s development
of genuine religious standing; the Chinese candidate’s failure to attract followers outside China,
as the current Panchen Lama has failed. Signposts favoring Beijing: erosion of the Indian diaspora
base; Indian government accommodation under economic pressure; fragmentation of Tibetan
exile political unity along provincial lines.

Scenario 4: The Simultaneous Crisis — Extended Analysis

Core dynamic: A military confrontation along the LAC coincides with a succession crisis. Chinese
strategy is designed to divide Indian attention, strain political bandwidth, and force Delhi to
prioritize the kinetic threat over the succession question.

Key variables: Whether Washington has a pre-established consultation mechanism with Delhi for
this contingency; whether India has done the internal coordination work to manage both tracks
simultaneously; whether U.S. military signaling is credible enough to deter Beijing from sustaining
military pressure; whether Chinese influence operations find purchase under dual-track pressure.

The dual-pressure logic: Beijing’s calculation is that the combination of military and succession-
related pressure will exceed India’s capacity to resist simultaneously. The answer is pre-crisis
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consultation preparing both governments for dual-pressure management—and U.S. military
signaling that raises the cost of the military pressure track sufficiently to make it unattractive as a
tool of succession coercion.

Signposts: PLA forward positioning in multiple LAC sectors simultaneously with UFWD
intensification of India-targeted operations; Chinese economic signaling coinciding with military
posturing; Chinese diplomatic messaging framing Indian succession support as the cause of
military tension.

This is the scenario for which the exercises recommended in Section X, both the U.S. interagency
tabletop and the multilateral consultations, are most urgently required. Testing policymakers’
readiness to manage simultaneous military and succession crises, under time pressure, with
imperfect information, is a proven methodology to identify planning gaps before they become
operational failures.
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APPENDIX B: CHRONOLOGY OF KEY EVENTS, 2020-2026

June 15-16, 2020. Galwan Valley clash on the Line of Actual Control kills 20 Indian soldiers
and an unknown number of Chinese troops (Beijing later acknowledged four; independent
assessments placed the toll higher), the most serious India-China border confrontation in
decades.

August 29, 2020. Xi Jinping addresses the Seventh Tibet Work Forum in Beijing, calling on
officials to “promote the Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism” and “guide Tibetan Buddhism to
adapt to socialist society.”

July 2021. Xi Jinping visits the Tibet Autonomous Region to mark the 70th anniversary of the
“peaceful liberation” of Tibet.

October 2021. Indian and Chinese troops briefly clash and detain personnel near Yangtse in
the Tawang sector, a precursor to the more serious December 2022 confrontation.

2021-2024. Multiple rounds of disengagement negotiations at LAC friction points following
Galwan produce partial but incomplete normalization.

December 9, 2022. PLA and Indian Army troops clash near Yangtse in the Tawang sector;
approximately 34 Indian and 40 Chinese personnel are injured in the most serious
confrontation since Galwan.

January 11, 2023. Chinese Chargé d’Affaires Hu Wei meets the Mahanayake Thero of Kandy’s
Malwathu chapter to oppose a rumored Dalai Lama visit to Sri Lanka, citing China’s COVID-
era and economic-crisis support as leverage.

February 2023. A dedicated social media account is created that will later seed the clip driving
the April 2023 smear campaign against the Dalai Lama.

March 2023. The Dalai Lama recognizes an eight-year-old Mongolian-American boy, Aguidai
Altannar, as the 10th Khalkha Jetsun Dhampa Rinpoche (Bogd Gegeen), the third-highest
figure in Tibetan Buddhism.

April 8-10, 2023. A coordinated social media campaign frames a private February 2023
exchange between the Dalai Lama and a child as evidence of pedophilia; the Dalai Lama
apologizes on April 10 for any hurt caused by his words.

December 2024. Beijing’'s planned dispatch of its state-installed Panchen Lama to Lumbini,
Nepal is canceled after press leaks generate public criticism.

Late 2024. India and China begin disengagement at several remaining LAC friction points; Modi
and Xi meet on the sidelines of the BRICS summit in Kazan on October 23, their first formal
bilateral in five years, marking the start of post-Galwan normalization.

2025. Gyaltsen Norbu, Beijing’s state-installed Panchen Lama, pledges personal loyalty to Xi
Jinping in a rare audience.

July 2, 2025. The Dalai Lama issues a formal statement affirming that the Gaden Phodrang
Trust holds sole authority to recognize his reincarnation.

July 2025. Prime Minister Modi issues a birthday message to the Dalai Lama; PRC Foreign
Ministry spokesperson Mao Ning warns India to “honor the commitments” it has made to
China on Tibet-related issues.
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July 3, 2025. Minority Affairs Minister Kiren Rijiju affirms, at the Dalai Lama’s 90th birthday
celebrations, that the reincarnation is the Dalai Lama’s religious responsibility alone; MEA
subsequently states India has “no position” on the issue and Rijiju clarifies he spoke as a
personal devotee; Mao Ning issues a second warning.

August 20-21, 2025. Xi Jinping visits Tibet to mark the 60th anniversary of the Tibet
Autonomous Region’s establishment, repeating calls to “systematically promote the
Sinicization of religion.”

October 2025. Protests occur in Ladakh.

October 2025. Federal grant terminations take Radio Free Asia’s Tibetan, Mandarin, and
Uyghur broadcasts fully dark.

December 2025. Beijing convenes a conference on the Sixth Dalai Lama (born in Tawang) and
warns India via state media not to “steal” his legacy; the National People’s Congress holds
the second reading of the draft Law on Promoting Ethnic Unity and Progress.

January 9, 2026. CSIS publishes Levin and Bartel’'s When Faith and Geopolitics Collide, a
widely cited study of the succession crisis.

February 1 and April 26, 2026. Tibetan parliamentary elections are held across 27 countries.

February 17, 2026. Secretary of State Rubio names Assistant Secretary of State Riley M.
Barnes as Special Coordinator for Tibetan Issues.

March 12, 2026. The National People’s Congress adopts the Law on Promoting Ethnic
Unity and Progress, which takes effect July 1, 2026. Its sixty-five articles direct all
ethnic groups to build a strong sense of community for the Chinese nation and assert
authority over conduct outside China’s borders.

February 2026. A bipartisan spending bill restores $653 million to USAGM; Radio Free Asia’s
Tibetan-language broadcasts resume after roughly four months dark.

March 2026. USCC'’s own delegation to India and Dharamshala identifies CTA cybersecurity
and technical capacity-building as an unaddressed priority gap.

March 2026. ORF publishes Mankikar’s “Tibet in India’s China Calculus,” linking Beijing’s
succession strategy to Document No. 9 and the CCP’s fear of religion as a destabilizing
force.

April 21, 2026. The Diplomat publishes Sehgal’s “The Dalai Lama’s Succession Battle: The
Stakes for Tibetans and Beijing.”

May 2026. Khedroob Thondup publishes “Why China Can’t Hijack Tibetan Buddhism” in the
Journal of Democracy.

May 21, 2026. Representatives McGovern and McCaul introduce the Assuring the Future of
Tibet Act of 2026 (H.R. 8982).

May 27, 2026. Penpa Tsering is sworn in for a second term as Sikyong; his inauguration is
attended by two BJP Members of Parliament, including Tapir Gao of Arunachal East, and
two U.S. Embassy officials.

Early June 2026. The Dalai Lama undergoes knee replacement surgery in Delhi.

June 16, 2026. Beijing convenes the Second Tibet International Communication Conference in
Lhasa, showcasing Al-enabled narrative-control tools for Tibet-related messaging.
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July 3, 2026. Bloomberg publishes “The Rivalry Over Buddhism’s Future,” documenting
Beijing’s external Buddhist soft-power campaign.

July 6, 2026. The Dalai Lama turns 91.

July 7, 2026. The Diplomat publishes reporting confirming Gyaltsen Norbu’s 2025 audience
with Xi Jinping and the scuttled 2024 Lumbini trip.
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X. Gaps in Existing Literature

1. No systematic study of PRC information operations specifically targeting India on Tibet and
Dalai Lama succession. Existing research addresses either Chinese influence in India generally
or Tibet issues globally, but not the intersection.

2. Limited documentation of elite capture cases related to Tibet policy in India.

3. Insufficient analysis of emerging technology integration in Tibet-related information
operations.

4. Lack of effectiveness assessments. Most research documents activities but provides limited
evaluation of success/failure.

5. Limited policy analysis from U.S. perspective.
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6. Temporal gap. Most comprehensive research predates the Resolve Tibet Act (2024), the
Dalai Lama’s July 2025 succession statement, the resumption of back-channel talks (2024), and
recent Al/tech advancements.
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