
On June 24th, 1999, the World Bank Board of Directors approved a $160 million loan
in support of China’s Western Poverty Reduction Project. Among other things, the loan would finance the 
transfer of 57,775 Chinese farmers onto fragile nomadic lands located within a historically Tibetan and
Mongolian area.* Though ostensibly designed to alleviate poverty, the project promotes China's policy of 
colonization at the expense of ‘ethnic minorities’, and violates the World Bank's own environmental and 

social policies. Unwilling to challenge China, its biggest client, the Board of Directors overruled American and
German opposition and approved this fundamentally flawed project. The approval of this project sends a 

clear signal that the World Bank does not consider its policies to be important; it also means that the Bank is
providing financial and institutional support to the Chinese government’s population transfer program 

in spite of its devastating impact on the people of Tibet.

The Bank claims the project will help the poor by decreasing population pressure 
in the “move out” area and settling these migrants in a sparsely populated “move-in”’ 

area inhabited by Tibetan and Mongolian nomads. But consider the following:

Bank monies will be used to further the Chinese government’s colonization of Tibet by building 

extensive infrastructure in the region, which will enable increased resource exploitation by the Chinese,

and increased control and assimilation of the area by China. 

The development plan for this project is unsustainable. “The project aims to convert high altitude, fragile 

grazing pastures into intensive agricultural farmlands” (similar projects within Tibet during the 1950's and

1960's resulted in massive famines and loss of life). This type of agriculture will rely heavily on intensive use of

pesticides, leveling the earth, two dams and extensive irrigation, which is likely to degenerate and erode the soil.

According to the Environmental Assessment, the goal of the project is to completely alter the natural ecosystem. 

The project will promote the settlement of the Tibetan and Mongolian nomads, undermining their culture and

way of life, so aiding China’s drive to ‘eliminate this outdated mode of life’.

The new settlers will vastly outnumber the Tibetan and Mongolian communities (further reducing the Tibetan

population from 23% to 14%; and the Mongolian population from 14% to 7% ).  

People living in the project "move-in" area said they fear violent ethnic confrontation, particularly since the pro j e c t

will intensify the competition over alre a d y - s c a rce re s o u rc e s. Letters smuggled out of the region by Tibetans state that

if the project is implemented "...the World Bank will have participated in passing a death sentence to us here . "

Furthermore, this resettlement will have little impact on  conditions in the move-out area. According to the

World Bank’s own figures, the population transfer will only marginally reduce the population density of the 

move-out area—from 114.3 to 109.3 people per square kilometer.
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Why are we so concerned about this project?

Environmental groups, Tibet support groups, bank-watching organizations, musicians, politicians, 
grassroots activists and concerned citizens have joined forces to challenge this project. The result of this
alliance has been a torrent of opposition. A week before the vote, the International Campaign for Tibet 
(on behalf of local people) filed a claim to the World Bank Inspection Panel to investigate these policy 
violations and the associated harm—on September 9th, the World Bank Board of Executive Directors

approved an Inspection Panel investigation.  The results of the investigation are pending.

T h e World Bank



“In our struggle for freedom,

truth
is the only weapon we possess." 

-His Holiness the Dalai Lama

Tibet, an isolated Central Asian kingdom 
situated between India and China, 

existed as a sovereign nation for
thousands of years. Tibet once

conquered and controlled
many parts of Asia. In
the eighth century,
Buddhism arrived
from India and

transformed Tibet
into a nation

that strove to
uphold the

principles of
universal

responsibility
and 

compassion.

In 1949 Tibet 
was transformed

once again, when the
Chinese People’s

Liberation Army invaded
in an effort to gain more

land and dominate the strategi-
cally located Tibetan Plateau.

Today, the people of Tibet face the total
destruction of their culture, religion and 
environment, as the Chinese government

continues to illegally occupy their country.
Since the Chinese invasion in 1949, over one
million Tibetans have been killed, over 6,000

monasteries have been destroyed and over
120,000 refugees have made the treacherous
escape over the Himalayas into India, Nepal

and other parts of the world. Under the
“Final Solution” policy which the Chinese
government has enacted against Tibetan 

culture, the five million Tibetans inside Tibet
have suffered some of the worst 
human rights and environmental

abuses on the planet. For more information about Tibet, visit your local library 

or check out the website www.tibet.org.

Getting the Facts Straight

The World Bank has policies that are supposed 

to minimize the environmental and social 

impacts of a project. If the Board approved the 

project, doesn’t that mean it adheres to 

World Bank policies?

Unfortunately, no. The project was 

designed and approved without 

adequate environmental and 

social analysis—violating 

several of the Bank's 

most important 

policies, including those

on Environmental

Assessment,

Indigenous Peoples,

Information

Disclosure and

Involuntary

Resettlement. T h e

Bank management's

willingness to 

ignore its own policies

was increased by

intense political pressure

from China, including

threats of economic reprisals

a g a i nst opposing countries and

w i t h d ra w a l from the World Bank.

The World Bank has been 

guaranteed by China that "Prison labor will not be

involved or benefit from this project." 

Why is this still an issue of concern?

Dulan County, the move-in area, has China's highest concentration of

Laogai, or 'reform-through-labor' camps. The local economy is heavily

dependent on prison labor, which is extensively used in land reclamation,

road construction, and grain processing.  With the high likelihood of this

project becoming entangled with the pervasive prison labor economy, it is

disturbing that the World Bank and China have refused to publicly release

two existing studies on prison labor in the project area.

A Brief History of
Tibet



The World Bank is an international
financial institution whose mission 
is to provide loans and credits to 
developing countries for projects 
that alleviate poverty and promote 
economic development.  

The World Bank has 181 member 
countries, represented on a Board of
twenty-four Executive Directors in 
proportion to their capital contributions.
The Board is ultimately responsible for
approving projects presented to it by the
Bank's Management. The major share-
holders are the seven most industrialized
countries (the G-7), which control
approximately 47 percent of the Bank's
total shares. China is by far the 
World Bank's largest client, with as of
1998, over $17 billion in Bank 
loans and credits.

Most loans and credits promote 
infrastructure projects (such as roads,
bridges and dams), or agriculture
projects. The Bank also makes loans for
economic restructuring _ creating 
enormous influence over future
development. Bank-financed projects
often involve significant social and 
environmental costs, such as displace-
ment of local communities, disruption 
of indigenous peoples, and the degrada-
tion of the environment. Although 
the Bank has developed policies and
procedures to try to minimize the social
and environmental costs associated with
its projects, in practice the Bank's record
has been poor. For instance, it has failed
to meet the fundamental premise of its
resettlement policy that those who are
displaced by a World Bank financed
project should benefit from the project.

For more information about the 
World Bank, visit their website at
www.worldbank.org.
For independent information about the
World Bank, contact the Center for
International Environmental Law
or check out their website at
www.igc.org/ciel

The Chinese government has pledged its full 

support for the World Bank's Inspection Panel

review and has made assurances to the World

Bank that they "are in favor of transparency" 

during the investigation of the project. 

Why is this still an issue of concern?

On August 15th, two independent experts, Gabriel Lafitte, a professor at

Melbourne University, and Daja Meston, an American Tibet researcher were

detained while investigating the impacts of the proposed project.  The

arrests of these experts highlight the inability of citizens within the project

area to oppose the project and undermines promises of transparency and

independent review.

If the World Bank refused to provide funding for this

project, would the Chinese government continue to

implement the project? If so shouldn't the Bank

stay involved to try to improve the project?

It is uncertain whether China would move ahead with this project without

funding from the World Bank. The World Bank should not finance a project

that does not meet its standards, that is in violation of its policies and pro-

cedures, and that will cause irreversible harm to the Tibetan and Mongolian

nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples living in the project area. Furthermore,

financing this project provides an air of legitimacy to the Chinese 

government's violent occupation of Tibet, giving an international seal-of-

approval (and public monies) to China's illegal population transfer policy.

The continued transfer of ethnic Chinese into Tibetan areas has been 

identified as one of the greatest threats to the survival of the Tibetans,

and has already made them a minority in many parts of their own land.

What does the campaign want?

The international coalition of organizations that have been fighting this

project is calling for the World Bank to withdraw support from this flawed

project.  In particular, we call on President Wolfensohn and the Board

of Executive Directors to re-evaluate their decision to support this project,

and to stand up for the integrity of the policies and procedures of 

the World Bank.

*Definitions of this area are contested. Tibetans refer to it as within Amdo
province of Tibet, a country illegally occupied by the People’s Republic of China.
(See front page)
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What you can do

If you live outside of the United States, please contact your
Minister of Finance or Treasury Department and ask them to
withdraw their support from this World Bank project.

Stay in touch with us! Please contact the organizations below
for information on how to stay involved in the campaign to
reform the World Bank or to free Tibet.
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3.

Please call or write James Wolfensohn, President of the World
Bank, or Jean-Michel Severino, VP East Asia and Pacific Region,
expressing your opposition to the use of World Bank funds
(public money) for China’s colonization of Tibet.

1.  

The Milarepa Fund

Reduction of the population in the pro j e c t
“ m ove-out” area--Haidong Pre f e c t u re ,
including Datong County: 2 . 3 %
(information from World Bank project documents)

I n c rease in the population of the pro j e c t
“ m ove - i n ”a rea--Dulan County: 109 . 7 %
(information from World Bank project documents)

Percent of people surveyed in the 
“move-in” area who expressed concern
about destruction of the environment by
the World Bank project: 100%
(information from World Bank project documents)

Total number of project documents: 149
(information from World Bank staff)

Number of project documents which 
are off-limits to public review because
they are the property of the Chinese 
government: 139
(information from World Bank staff)

Number of days it takes China’s
population to increase by 58,000: 56
(information from 1998 World Health Organization

population statistics)
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Project Statistics

CONTACT INFORMATION
James Wolfensohn
President, World Bank

1818 H Street, NW
Washington, DC 20433 USA

Tel:  (202) 458-2907
Fax: (202) 522-0355

CONTACT INFORMATION
Jean-Michel Severino
VP, East Asia and Pacific

1818 H Street, NW
Washington, DC 20433 USA

Tel:  (202) 473-8896
Fax: (202) 477-0169

CONTACT INFORMATION

Participating Organizations

SAMPLE LETTER/CALL INFORMATION FOR THE WORLD BANK’S 
CHINA WESTERN POVERTY R EDUCTION PROJECT (WPRP)

•

•

•

•

The World Bank has approved a fundamentally flawed project 
that violates World Bank policies on Environmental Assessment,
Social Assessment, Indigenous Peoples, Information Disclosure
and Involuntary Resettlement.  

The project clearly does not meet Bank standards 
and MUST be canceled.

Approval of this project seriously erodes the credibility of the
Bank. 

Beyond the policy violations, the project will use public money 
to further the Chinese government’s agenda of population 
transfer into Tibet and the eventual destruction of the Tibetan
people and culture through colonization.

Dana Clark - Center for International Environmental Law: 202-78 5 - 870 0

Sara Zdeb - Friends of the Earth: 202-783-7400

John Ackerly - International Campaign for Tibet: 202-785-1515

R a chel Zamore -I n t e r n a t i o n a lC o m m i t t e eo fL a w y e r sf o r Tibet: 510-486 - 0 588

J.C. Callender - The Milarepa Fund: 415-553-8533

John Hocevar - Students for a Free Tibet: 212-594-5898

Sonam Wangdu - United States Tibet Committee: 212-481-3569


