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Sonia Awale

The working-age group in Nepal 
makes up two-thirds of the 
total population, the highest it 

has ever been. However, most young 
people are abroad, reducing the 
country’s productivity and slowing 
its growth.

While about 20% of the 
population is between 15-24 years 
old, there are now nearly 3 million 
Nepalis above age 60, 10% of the 
population. Average life expectancy 
of Nepalis has risen to 71.3 years, 
the total fertility rate is 2.1, near 
the replacement level. However, 
there are gender and geographical 
discrepancies. 

“Advances in healthcare and 
increased literacy means our infant 
mortality rate has dropped, this is 
a consolidated indicator for any 
country’s socio-economic status,” 
explains demographer Yogendra B 
Gurung. “As child survival increases, 
the fertility rate automatically goes 
down, which is why we have the 
new age structure.”

These are global trends, but 
countries like Nepal have a wide 
youth bulge (page 1) giving the 
country a demographic dividend, a 
window of opportunity to achieve 
high economic growth before 
the young population also starts 
ageing and the ratio of dependent 
population also rises.

Won Young Hong, Country 
Director of the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), says 
Nepal must learn from the mistakes 
of many East Asian countries 
including her native South Korea.

“Policies that only focus on the 
reproductive function of women is 
an antiquated view. It is not only 
about giving birth anymore but how 
we are to respond and be prepared 
for the future, and this needs more 
socioeconomic discussions to take 
place,” says Hong (full interview, 
page 9).

Nepal has a narrow window 
to make full use of the big number 
of working age people below 30. 
Experts say we have 30 years 
before we are faced with another 
demographic transition and become 
an ageing society. As today’s young 
grow older, one in five Nepalis will 
be elderly by 2061.

But Gurung, who also heads the 
Central Department of Population 
Studies at Tribhuvan University, 
thinks Nepal may have more time 

than previously thought to prepare 
for the time when its dependent 
elderly population crosses 60%.

“Regardless of how many 
years we’ve left, it won't make 
any difference if our politics and 
the bureaucracy continue the way 
they do, we need a radical shift to 
make the most of our youth bulge 
by training and educating them, 
prime businesses to use their skills 
and not hinder them with red tape, 
invest in health and infrastructure,” 
cautions Gurung.

A major roadblock to mobilising 
the youth for Nepal’s economic 
growth is that most young people 
are away. There are at least 2 
million Nepalis in West Asia and 

an estimated 3 million in India. Just 
last year, nearly 900,000 Nepalis 
left the country. 

While the money they send 
back is the main factor in the 
sharp fall in the poverty rate in 
the past 30 years, remittances 
account for 22.7% of Nepal’s GDP, 
higher than most other migrant 
labour dependent economies. 
Most remittance money is spent 
on household expenses, and not 
invested in creating jobs.

Nepal’s labour migration 
pattern is also changing: while the 
first generation went to the Gulf 
and Malaysia and returned, their 
children seek to study in Australia, 
Canada, the US, or Europe, and 

migrate permanently. This will 
eventually reduce remittance, and 
seriously impact the economy.

Nepal’s economy is also going 
through a dramatic transformation 
with agriculture now contributing 
less than 25% to the economy, 
down from 81% three decades ago. 
But while hospitality, trade, finance 
and the IT sectors have expanded, 
the quality of education has not 
kept pace with the needs. The 
literacy rate may now 
be 76%, but the figure 
for women is much 
lower. Only 4.6% of 
Nepalis are graduates, 
and the postgraduate 
rate is 2.2% — figures 
considered too low for 
Nepal’s new needs.

Increased quality 
of education also 
has obvious links to the health of 
women, female literacy is inversely 
proportional to the number of 
children they birth. Although 
female literacy rate has risen, 
child marriage is still prevalent, 
leading to teenage pregnancies. 
One of the targets Nepal will likely 
miss in the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) by 2030 
is in promoting gender equality and 
empowering women.

Nepal's demographic window is closing
The country must make the most of its youth surge to prepare for tomorrow's ageing society

SUMAN NEPALI

Births per Nepali woman / GDP per capita in NPR

100,000 7
6
5
4
3
2
1

0

80,000

60,000

40,000

20,000

0

19
90

19
94

19
98

20
02

20
06

20
10

20
14

20
18

20
22

  Constant GDP per capita (in NPR) 
  Fertility (births per woman)

5
4
3
2

6

4
3
2

11 JULY

Nepal is second only to 
Bangladesh in South Asia in the 
rate of child marriage. One in every 
three women marry while they are 
children while half of all women 
marry before they are 20. Surveys 
show that 13% of Nepali teenagers 
aged 15-19 years are already 
childbearing, and 9.6% are mothers. 

“Teenage pregnancy is 
extending poverty from one 
generation to another, it is an 
absolute poverty generation 
method,” UNFPA’s Hong told us. 
“If one-third of girls are marrying 
young, it means one-third of the 
population will remain in poverty.” 

Entrenched gender 
discrimination is seen most starkly 
in Nepal’s male-female ratio at 
birth, which is 112:100 and similar 
to China and more than India and 
Bangladesh. The normal range is 
102 to 107 males per 100 females, 
and points to high prevalence of 
sex-selective abortion.

Despite this, Nepal’s Maternal 
Mortality Rate is on track to meet 
the SDG target because of better 
access to insitutional delivery, 
but even then the progress has 
plateaued off mainly because of the 
high child marriage rate. Further 
improvements need better quality 
of care at hospitals and health 
centres. Families should also seek 
institutional delivery on time, and 
this means women having greater 
autonomy over their bodies.

There is urgency in advancing 
women’s sexual and reproductive 
agency as a key strategy to 
address the population dynamic 
effectively as well as empowering 

them through 
education, healthcare 
and economic 
opportunities. This 
will be instrumental 
to also achieving 
Nepal’s middle income 
developing country 
status by 2026.

The Ministry of 
Health and Population 

is currently drafting a new 
population policy, but experts say 
population should not be seen 
merely as a health issue but a 
cross-cutting socioeconomic and 
political challenge. Says Yogendra 
B Gurung: “Our government hasn’t 
yet understood its demography 
nor they wish to, it is a non-issue 
for politicians. How can we make 
plans and policies with such crucial 
information missing?”   
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LADAKH’S 
NEPAL
LINKS 

Dirgha Raj Upadhyay in Ladakh

For a moment after landing at 
Leh airport, Nepalis can be 
forgiven for thinking they 
have just arrived in Jomsom. 

The drive into the capital of 
India’s Union Territory of Ladakh 
situated at 3,500m offers many 
other similarities: the arid terrain, 
surrounding snow-capped peaks, 
prayer flags fluttering everywhere, 
chortens and stupas. 

Although situated on the 
western edge of the Himalaya, it is 
as if the geology, culture, language 
and religion of Mustang leapfrogged 
15,000km over northern India to 
transplant itself here.

Pangong Tso stretches 160km 
to the east into China, and could be 
mistaken for Phoksundo in Dolpo, 
except that at 4,300m it is the 
world’s highest salt-water lake.

A 30 minute drive south of Leh 
is Shey Gomba, a namesake of a 
similar-looking monastery in Dolpo. 
This ancient palace and shrine has 
two gilded copper statues of the 
sitting Buddha which were crafted 
by Nepali artisans that Ladakh’s 
King Delden Namgyal brought over 
from Nepal 400 years ago. 

One of the statues is 8m tall and 
has the name of the Nepali sculptor, 
Sanga Zargar Wanduk, inscribed 
on it. Legend has it that 8kg of gold 
and 120kg of copper were used and 
the statue took 20 years to make.

“As far as we know, in 1655 
Deldan Namgyal asked the King of 
Kathmandu to send the artisans to 
build the two statues to honour his 
father, King Sengge Namgyal,” head 
monk Jigden told us. 

Thirty Nepali metalsmiths 
were brought to Ladakh, and after 
completion of the work they settled 
down near the Shey monastery after 
King Deldan gave them property. 
Others were offered farmlands 
35km away in Chiling, and some in 
Chemde.

We tracked down one of the 
descendants of the original Nepali 

For 400 years, Nepalis have built, worked and 
died fighting in India’s strategic region 

artisans. Phunchuk Dorje, 52, is 
a goldsmith with a shop inside a 
warren of narrow alleys in Leh.

“Yes, my ancestor was the chief 
artisan who was brought from Nepal 
by the King of Ladakh to make the 
Buddha statues, but he and others 
stayed here,” says Dorje, who went 
to Nepal with his grandfather and 
father in 1990 to trace his forebear’s 
family and home village, and thinks 
they came from Solu.

But Dorje did manage to 
find old ledgers where his 
grandfather's name was still entered 
as ‘Pambar Sunar’. Sunar is a 
Nepali occupational surname for 
a goldsmith. It was his father who 
took up the name Dorje, and he 
adopted a local Tibetan name.

In Ladakh, the descendants of 
Nepali craftsmen are still called 
‘Shergar’, which also means 
goldsmith, and the craft seems to 
have been passed down over the 
generations to Dorje.

Dorje says he is both a Hindu 
and Buddhist, worshipping Ganesh, 
the Buddha and revering the Dalai 
Lama. In his altar at home, Dorje 
has a small bronze Ganesh that his 
grandfather brought from Nepal, 
and he now regards it as his family’s 
patron deity.

Dorje’s father worked for the 
Indian Army, and once, after he 
became very ill, doctors gave up on 
saving his life and asked the family 
to take him home. Dorje prayed 
fervently to Ganesh, and says that 
within a week his father got well. 

Five hundred years after his 
forefather came to Ladakh, Dorje 
says he still has a strong attachment 
to the land of his ancestors, and has 
married a Nepali-speaking woman.

Fascinated that Nepali visitors 
have come to see him, he confesses: 
“I have this strange fixation on 
finding out where exactly in Nepal 
my ancestors came from. If I had 
more money I would go to Nepal 
again on a search mission.”  

“It will be difficult t
The Tibetan Kitchen in Leh is open from 

noon till midnight, but is so busy that 
entry is only allowed with table reservation. 
The restaurant is run entirely by 36 Nepalis 
from managers and chefs to waiters.

“There is no other reason we are so 
popular, we have the best food,” says manager 
Gyan Pun Magar (pictured, left) simply. “Just 
look at that line outside.”

 In the town of Merak near the Chinese 
border, the Grand Himalayan Hotel is also run 
entirely by Nepalis. 

“Ladakh would still be here without 
Nepalis, but it would be difficult to run 
businesses here without us. From soldiers to 

Chandra Ghising from Sindhuli has been working in Leh for 15 years. Gyan Pun Magar, Nepali manager of The Tibetan Kitchen.

Thiksey Monastery near Leh that is also called the 'Mini Potala'. Head monk Jigden of Shey Gompa with the 500-year-old gilde
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By Liu Jianqiao and Yang Ran

China and Nepal are drawing ever 
closer together, producing numerous 
opportunities for both to prosper, says 
Nepal’s Ambassador to China, Bishnu 
Pukar Shrestha.

The friendship will continue to thrive 
as they prepare to celebrate the 70th 
anniversary of diplomatic relations next 
year, Shrestha said.

“China and Nepal have maintained 
multifaceted relations based on the 
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 
established 70 years ago. Both have con-

sistently committed to respecting each 
other’s independence, sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, while remaining 
sensitive to each other’s concerns and 
interests.”

He reiterated Nepal’s commitment 
to the one-China principle, saying that 
matters concerning Xizang and Taiwan 
are China’s internal affairs.

 “We give the assurance that we will 
not allow any anti-China activities on 
our soil.”

Narayan Kaji Shrestha, deputy prime 
minister and foreign minister of Nepal, 
visited China from March 25 to April 1, 

when the two sides agreed to reinforce 
mutual political support, promote col-
laboration on the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative and improve people-to-people 
links.

“This visit marks another milestone 
in our bilateral relationship, showcas-
ing tangible and fruitful results for our 
peoples,” Bishnu Pukar Shrestha said. 
Following the visit, China and Nepal 
reopened their traditional border trade 
points in Xizang autonomous region 
on May 25.

In recent years China and Nepal have 
worked more closely together in fields 

including science, technology, educa-
tion, tourism and health, with the Belt 
and Road Initiative central to building 
links.

“The BRI serves as an important 
platform for all countries involved 
to strengthen trade and commercial 
exchanges and facilitate technology 
transfer, which is a high priority for 
Nepal,” Bishnu Pukar Shrestha said.

The BRI has transformed Nepal from 
a landlocked country to a land-linked 
one, attracting investment in roads, rail-
ways, aviation and communications 
within the framework of the Trans-
Himalayan Multi-Dimensional Con-
nectivity Network.

“The China-Nepal railway project 
carries huge expectations of the two 

peoples,” said Bishnu Pukar Shrestha, 
who has been ambassador to China 
since 2022. 

“I believe it will help bring excellent 
Nepali goods such as cashmere fab-
rics, wood products, handicrafts, and 
organic alpine agricultural products to 
China while transferring China’s tech-
nological development to Nepal upon 
its completion.

“China has had unparalleled success 
in the past 75 years under the leadership 
of the Communist Party of China. The 
achievement that stands out in my mind 
is the ending of absolute poverty, which 
sets a historic example for the whole of 
humanity.” 

Xinhua contributed to this story.

P
resident Xi Jinping stressed 
on July 4 the necessity for 
the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization to bolster unity 

and co-operation, saying that the group-
ing must safeguard its security baseline, 
defend the right to development and 
build up its unity. 

In a speech delivered at the 24th 
Meeting of the Council of Heads of State 
of the SCO in Astana, Kazakhstan, the 
Chinese president said it is critically 
important for the world that the group-
ing always stands on the right side of 
history and upholds justice and fairness. 

The SCO formally approved the 
accession of Belarus to the grouping 
during the summit, and decided that 
China will hold the rotating presiden-
cy of the 10-member organisation for 
2024-25. The other members of the 
grouping are India, Iran, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan.

Xi noted that the SCO, which was 
founded 23 years ago, has seen its family, 
including observer states and dialogue 
partners, expand to 26 countries, span-
ning three continents. 

With more partners, the foundation 
of co-operation is more solid, he said. 

The organisation must ensure the bot-

tom line of security “in the face of real 
threats of the Cold War mentality”, he 
said, highlighting the need for member 
states to practice the vision of common, 
comprehensive, co-operative and sus-
tainable security. 

The SCO must address complex 
and intertwined security challenges 
through dialogue and co-ordination, 
respond to the profoundly changing 
international landscape with a win-
win approach, and endeavour to build 
a world of lasting peace and universal 
security, he stressed. 

Faced with the real risks of the “small 
yard, high fences” approach, Xi called 
on member states to safeguard their 
right to development, saying that joint 
efforts must be made to advance sci-tech 
innovation, ensure stable and unim-
peded industrial and supply chains, and 
stimulate regional economic vitality to 
achieve common development goals.

The Chinese president also appealed 
for enhanced unity and strength inside 
the grouping in facing the real chal-
lenges of interference and division. 

SCO members should jointly resist 
external interference, firmly support 
each other, accommodate each other’s 
concerns, and peacefully resolve inter-
nal differences, he said. 

This supplement, prepared by China Daily, People’s Republic of China, did not involve the news or editorial departments of Nepali Times.
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Xi calls for bolstering SCO unity, co-operation
Belarus formally accepted as member; China takes over rotating presidency. Xu Wei reports

Nepal ready to foster closer ties with China: Envoy

President Xi Jinping poses for a group photo on July 4 with other leaders attending the 24th Meeting of the Council of Heads of State of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization at the Independence Palace in Astana, Kazakhstan.
JU PENG / XINHUA

President Xi Jinping delivers a speech on July 4 during the 24th Meeting of the Council of 
Heads of State of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in Astana, Kazakhstan.  
FENG YONGBIN / CHINA DAILY

Xi underlined the importance of 
peaceful solutions in resolving inter-
nal differences, and pooling strength 
to address difficulties in co-operation, 
so that the destiny of SCO member 
nations and regional peace and devel-
opment can be firmly grasped in their 
own hands. 

The SCO has been able to withstand 
the tests of changing international 

dynamics thanks to its steadfast com-
mitment to the traditions of unity and 
co-operation, the path of equal and 
mutually beneficial collaboration, the 
pursuit of fairness and justice, and a 
broad-minded embrace of inclusiveness 
and mutual learning, he pointed out. 

Xi reiterated the importance of the 
SCO remaining true to its original 
aspiration, upholding the “Shanghai 

Spirit”, enhancing mutual support, and 
building the organisation into a reliable 
backbone for the common prosperity 
and revitalisation of its member states. 

Addressing the summit, Kazakh Pres-
ident Kassym-Jomart Tokayev noted 
that the SCO has become an effective 
mechanism of friendship, good-neigh-
bourliness, equality and mutual sup-
port, based on the “Shanghai Spirit”. 

“The SCO has established itself as a 
unique platform, where the interests 
and arguments of the member states 
are equally taken into account,” he said. 

He highlighted the strengthening of 
mutual trust and co-operation in security 
as the priority for the organisation, saying 
that the SCO has unique capacities to 
ensure security in the Eurasian region. 

Tokayev also identified strengthen-
ing transportation network through 
the creation of efficient corridors and 
reliable transportation chains as the 
next direction for co-operation, saying 
“we place great emphasis on the further 
development” of the China-proposed 
Belt and Road Initiative. 

The leaders of the member states also 
adopted the Astana Declaration and an 
initiative calling for solidarity among 
countries to promote world justice, har-
mony and development.



in the late 1990s to aid in the conserva-
tion of Asian elephants, a species under 
national first-class protection, said Cao 
Dafan, programme officer of the Asian 
Elephant Protection programme.

However, following their relocation 
wild elephants also ventured into the 
area surrounding the village. Once, in 
2022, Cao said, the villagers witnessed a 
visit of a herd of 22 wild elephants. On 
May 10, Zhang Jiangmei, a villager, said 
that an elephant visited a stream near the 
hamlet in the evening to have a drink 
and a bath.

Cao said that the primary source of 
income for villagers is derived from cul-
tivating rubber trees. However, due to a 
decline in rubber prices over the past 
few years, their incomes have also fallen. 

“So we worked to help the commu-
nity explore some alternative sources of 
income to reduce their dependency on 
rubber trees.”

At first Cao and his colleagues decid-
ed to promote beekeeping in the village. 
“Beekeeping is eco-friendly, good for 
crop cultivation and easy for villagers to 
learn and master,” he said.

In 2020 the project invested 75,000 
yuan ($10,600) to buy 100 hives of the 
Chinese bee and an additional 100 emp-
ty beehives and distributed them to 10 
families in Daotangqing.

In addition to providing training on 
beekeeping techniques, Cao and his 
team helped the beekeepers establish 
management rules. 

One of these rules includes prohibit-

ing the introduction of wild swarms of 
bees into the hives, Cao said. It helps 
maintain the health and productivity of 
the bee colonies, he said.

Between 2020 and last year, he said, 
beekeeping generated income of about 
200,000 yuan for the participants in the 
project.

However, there was an unexpected 
setback.

Between September and October 
last year bee numbers in Daotangqing 
fell significantly, with half of the bees 
perishing, Cao said. The villagers soon 
found the cause: a species of hornet that 
was being cultivated in a nearby village 
attacked the Chinese bees at Daotang-
qing, feeding on their pupa.

“In Xishuangbanna, hornet pupa is 
considered a delicacy,” Cao said. “So 
some people have cultivated the aggres-
sive species to meet market demand.”

After negotiations between the two 
communities, the hornet cultivators 
agreed to cease their practice. Because 
of what happened, Cao said, the number 
of bees at Daotangqing needs time to be 
restored.

In addition to beekeeping, the inter-
national NGO also introduced the cul-
tivation of cash crops such as mangoes 
and macadamia nuts to villagers.

In 2021, Cao said, villagers cleared 
more than 15 hectares of rubber trees 
surrounding the village because of the 
plummeting price of rubber. 

“So we grabbed the opportunity 
to recommend planting mango and 

By Yan Dongjie

Few people in the world possess the 
specialist expertise of Wu Xiaomin, who 
over the past 10 years has travelled to 
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau many times, 
gradually unravelling the mystery of 
Tibetan antelope migration.

The animal is listed as first-class pro-
tected wild animal in China and was 
classified as near threatened in the IUCN 
Red List of Endangered Species in 2016. 
Excessive hunting, human activity and 
habitat changes have posed threats to 
the birthing and migration of Tibetan 
antelopes, and their numbers had rapidly 
declined, something that over the past 
few years has changed.

As a result of conservation measures 
implemented for Tibetan antelope habi-
tats, their number has steadily increased, 
Wu said, and by last year there were more 
than 300,000 Tibetan antelope in China, 
200,000 of them in the Changtang area.

On the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, the 
area where Tibetan antelopes live spans 
1,600 kilometres from east to west, and 
seasonal migration is an important 
reproductive characteristic. The migra-
tion of Tibetan antelopes is one of the 
world’s most spectacular migrations 
among hoofed animals.

The natural environment in the unin-
habited areas of the Qinghai-Tibet Pla-
teau, an average altitude of 4,500 metres 
above sea level, is complex and hard to 
access for humans, making the migra-
tion patterns of Tibetan antelope a long-
standing mystery in zoological research.

In 2003 Wu’s team conducted scien-
tific research into the unique wildlife 
on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, especially 
monitoring the activity patterns of wild-
life when the Qinghai-Xizang Railway 
was being built. Over the past 20 years 
it has gained a clearer understanding of 
the migration routes of Tibetan ante-
lopes by using traditional tracking and 

monitoring methods, as well as the latest 
technology, including satellite naviga-
tion, solar-powered aerial surveying and 
intelligent camera systems.

“These new technologies, and the 
infrared cameras we have used for the 
past 10 years, have enabled us to build an 
integrated monitoring system covering 
the activity of wildlife, mainly Tibetan 
antelopes, in the Changtang Nature 
Reserve, spanning 298,000 square kilo-
metres,” Wu said. In the future it will be 
possible to directly upload this monitor-
ing data to the cloud, allowing research-
ers to remotely share on-site data.

“This provides great convenience for 
domestic and international experts and 
animal enthusiasts to understand and 
research Tibetan antelopes,” Wu said.

Observations indicate that female 
Tibetan antelopes exhibit seasonal 
reproductive migration behaviour. 
Mating occurs from mid-November to 
mid-December, and birth occurs from 

mid-June to early July the following year.
In the Changtang region, female 

Tibetan antelope gradually gather and 
migrate to the summer birthing areas 
in June. After giving birth, the females 
return in early July and then go back to 
their wintering habitats in August.

Tibetan antelope in the western 
Changtang region mostly gather at the 
southern foot of the Kunlun Mountains, 
and some even cross them to give birth 
in the Altun Mountains in Xinjiang. 
Those in the eastern region migrate 
northward towards Hoh Xil, while those 
in the southern region migrate short 
distances to secluded river valleys to wait 
for birthing.

“Tibetan antelope need to spend 
three-quarters of the year in their win-
tering areas, which are mostly grasslands 
or river and lake beaches that are close 
to water sources, have high vegetation 
coverage, abundant edible plants, and are 
warm and humid,” Wu said.
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CONTACT USScientists unravel mysteries of the wandering Tibetan antelope

Rural folk in Yunnan province learn how to cope with and benefit from their changing surroundings. Chen Liang reports

Living with elephants, bees and mangoes

A group of Asian elephants forage for food at a rice field in Jiangcheng county, Yunnan province, last July. CHEN XINBO / XINHUA

Top: Villagers harvest tea leaves in the 
Konggeliudui community in Jinghong, 
Yunnan province.  Above: A villager harvests 
honey at Daotangqing in Jinghong. PHOTOS 

BY CHEN LIANG / CHINA DAILY

macadamia nut trees to them.”
Cao and his team invited agricultural 

experts from the Yunnan Institute of 
Tropical Crops in Jinghong to Dao-
tangqing and trained villagers on how 
to manage their orchards.

Nineteen families took part in the 
project, he said, employing sustainable 
management practices to reduce pes-
ticide and fertilizer use, management 
costs, and raise ground cover vegetation. 
“The experts told us that the under-
growth in their orchards can be good 
for the growth of fruit trees, and they 
also showed us how to accurately use 
pesticide and fertiliser,” Zhang said.  

Through environmentally friendly 
management and planting practices, it 
is forecast that carbon dioxide emissions 
can be cut by as much as 1,256 metric 
tonnes over 15 years, with annual reduc-
tion of up to 84 tonnes, Cao said.

“Mango cultivation started to yield 
profits for the villagers last year, and the 
nuts will start generating profits this 
year. In the long term we hope that rub-
ber plantations can be replaced with 
ecologically friendly, carbon-efficient 
crops, and the overall quality of the local 
ecosystem can be enhanced.”

Moreover, IFAW China provided 
assistance to a family of six by installing 
a 16-kilowatt photovoltaic panel system 
in their courtyard. 

“In 2021 we aimed to initiate a pilot 
project to increase the use of clean 
energy in local residents’ daily lives,” 
Cao said. 

Following a field survey, it was found 
that the 130-square-metre courtyard of 
one villager and his family was sufficient 
for installing a system comprising 30 
photovoltaic panels. 

The villager, a patrolman for the 
nature reserve for many years, was hap-
py to try something new.

So Cao’s project allocated 80,000 yuan 
for the construction of the system in July 
2021, which started generating electric-
ity in April 2022. Once the system ful-
filled the family’s daily electricity needs, 
any surplus electricity can be transferred 
back into the local grid.

From April 2022 to November last 
year, the photovoltaic system produced 
revenue of more than 8,000 yuan, Cao 
said. 

“The family kept half the revenue, and 
the other half was given to the village for 
community development.”

In December, IFAW China, the 
protection station and the rainforest 
foundation expanded their project 
to the Konggeliudui community in 
Jinghong.

“So our project is set to combine bee-
keeping with empowering residents, 
enhancing their skills and income while 
reducing their forest activities to mini-
mise human-elephant conflicts,” Cao 
said.

M
ost of the China’s wild 
Asian elephants, more 
than 280 of them, are 
distributed in Xishuang-

banna Dai autonomous prefecture in 
the southernmost part of Yunnan prov-
ince. 

Attracted by the abundance of food 
such as corn and bananas, and grow-
ing accustomed to a human presence, 
these majestic animals often venture 
into areas inhabited by people.

The increasing proximity between 
humans and elephants has led to a rise 
in conflicts, presenting challenges for 
many communities that previously had 
little to no experience with elephant 
activities. 

To deal with the conflicts, local gov-
ernments and conservation organisa-
tions have implemented various strate-
gies. 

In Xishuangbanna, both the gov-
ernments of Jinghong city and Mengla 
county have established the Asian 
Elephant Safety Warning Monitoring 
Team. 

Teams of elephant watchers use 
drones to monitor the movements of 
wild elephants, providing crucial infor-
mation to local communities and resi-
dents. 

By offering timely updates on the 
whereabouts of elephants, the aim is 
to minimise the risks associated with 
human-elephant encounters.

Since the International Fund for 
Animal Welfare China set up its Asian 
Elephant Protection programme in 
2000 it has focused its efforts on helping 
local communities and residents, said 
Ma Chenyue, programme manager of 
IFAW China.

“Local communities and people are 
at the forefront of human-elephant 
conflicts. They are experiencing direct 
pressures from the expansion of wild 
elephants into their living spaces. 

“Their crops are destroyed; their safe-
ty is jeopardised while tending to rub-
ber plantations or foraging for mush-
rooms in the forests; and they actually 
have made sacrifices in their economic 
development for the conservation of 
wild elephants. So we feel obliged to 
help them find sustainable ways to live 
harmoniously alongside wild elephants.”

In June 2020 IFAW China, in col-
laboration with the Mengyang Protec-
tion Station of Xishuangbanna Nation-
al Nature Reserve and the Rainforest 
Foundation of Xishuangbanna, a local 
nonprofit group, the Community Live-
lihood Development to Promote Asian 
Elephant Protection project was set up 
in Daotangqing village of Mengyang 
township, Jinghong.

This community, comprising 34 
households and 150 residents of the Yi 
ethnic group, had relocated from the 
core area of the national nature reserve 



CHINA DAILY                   

Trade zones give firms huge lift 
with pioneering initiatives

I
n 2018, Zeeshan Qasim Khan, a 
Pakistani student who had just 
graduated from Hainan Medi-
cal University, was planning to 

start an international trade venture in 
Guangdong province, China’s leading 
economic powerhouse. 

Khan’s initial plans, which focused 
on importing Pakistani rice, car-
pets and handicrafts to China, and 
exporting Chinese electronics, medi-
cal equipment and marbles to global 
markets, changed course following 
a pivotal announcement by Chinese 
President Xi Jinping. 

During the celebration of the 30th 
anniversary of the founding of Hainan 
province and the Hainan Special Eco-
nomic Zone in April 2018, Xi unveiled 
ambitious plans to transform the entire 
island into a pilot free trade zone and 
eventually establish a free trade port 
with unique Chinese characteristics. 

This announcement convinced 
Khan that he should remain in Hainan 
and capitalise on the emerging oppor-
tunities. 

Six years later, the decision was fully 
vindicated, Khan said, highlighting the 
preferential corporate and individual 
income tax policies as primary advan-
tages of the Hainan Free Trade Port. 

“The tax benefits are substantial, 
and we get more benefits in our busi-
nesses,” Khan noted, referring to the 
15% corporate income tax rate for 
enterprises in encouraged industries 
within the FTP, which is significantly 
lower than the usual 20% to 25%.

Khan’s company, located in the 
Haikou Fullsing Internet Industrial 
Park, is among the numerous foreign 
businesses that have benefited from 
China’s growing openness to the global 
market and from sound supply and 
industrial chains, as the nation devel-
ops a network of free trade zones. 

In September 2013, China launched 
its first FTZ in Shanghai, marking a 
significant milestone in the country’s 
reform and opening-up. 

The Shanghai FTZ introduced the 
first negative list for foreign invest-
ment, which was a radical departure 
from the previous method of listing 
sectors where foreign investment was 
encouraged. A negative list indicates 
the areas in which investment is pro-
hibited or restricted; all other areas are 
presumed to be open.

President Xi, who has been at the 
helm of these reforms, emphasised 
the importance of FTZs in driving the 
nation’s economic agenda. 

“On this new journey, we must build 
higher-level free trade zones based 
on a comprehensive summary of the 
past decade’s experience,” he said in 
an instruction in September, urging 
continued innovation and exploration 
in broader and deeper areas. 

During the annual session of the 
National People’s Congress, the nation’s 
top legislature, in 2014, Xi stressed 
the need for FTZs to align with inter-
national investment and trade rules, 
enhance the institutional system and 
regulatory model, and balance market-
driven resource allocation with effec-
tive government intervention. 

He called for boldness and inno-
vation, aiming to develop replicable 
and scalable new systems to facilitate 
investment and trade, ensure efficient 
regulation and establish a standardised 
legal environment. 

By Ouyang Shijiang and Liu Zhihua

Foreign institutions have raised their 
forecasts for China’s economic growth 
this year amid its better-than-expected 
first-quarter performance, strong policy 
stimulus and resilience in exports. 

Barclays recently revised its China 
GDP forecast from 4.4% to 5%, and the 
World Bank changed its forecast from 
4.5% to 4.8%.

China is on track for a steady eco-
nomic rebound and is poised to meet its 
preset annual growth target of about 5%, 
experts said.

As the broader economy continues to 
face pressures from lackluster demand 
and mounting external uncertainties, 
they called for stepped-up fiscal support 
to boost domestic demand. Deepening 
reform further is imperative in dealing 
with some structural issues, they said.

Zhang Xiaoyan, associate dean of 
the PBC School of Finance at Tsinghua 
University in Beijing, said the country’s 
annual GDP target of about 5% is highly 
achievable.

The country still has huge growth 
potential and favourable conditions, 
given its huge domestic market, a com-
plete industrial system and abundant 
talent, Zhang said. 

“We’re slowly coming out of the nega-
tive shock (of the pandemic), and the 
economy is slowly recovering.”

Technological innovations, such as 
artificial intelligence, and green indus-
tries will serve as new growth drivers, 
Zhang said. 

Yao Yang, director of the China Center 
for Economic Research at Peking Uni-
versity, said the annual growth target of 
about 5% is feasible.

“The Chinese government needs to 
take a bigger step to boost demand,” he 
said, suggesting an increase in govern-
ment spending.

China has already announced mea-
sures to boost demand, including issuing 
1 trillion yuan ($138 billion) worth of 
ultra-long-term special treasury bonds 
this year as well as driving large-scale 
equipment renewal and trade-in deals 
for consumer goods.

Late last month the National Develop-
ment and Reform Commission and four 
central departments jointly published a 
document setting out measures to pro-
mote new consumption in areas such as 
tourism, motor vehicles and electronics. 

Daniel Zipser, senior partner with 
the management consultancy McK-
insey & Co, said China’s consumption 
market “has seen a moderate recovery 
so far, and we anticipate this trend to 
continue”.

Zipser, who is also head of McKinsey’s 
consumer and retail practice in Asia, said 
China’s growth over the past 20 years 
has come from the rise of the middle-
income group, and “there is still substan-
tial potential ... for more urbanisation, 
more income increases”. He expressed 
confidence regarding the country’s long-
term prospects, saying the rise of the 
middle-income group will continue to 
drive consumption. 

Experts said China is on the right 
track in dealing with its real estate 
troubles, with policy easing measures 
recently announced for the industry. 
They expect to see more forceful efforts 
to digest housing inventories and further 
deepening of reform to tackle issues hin-
dering the economy’s healthy growth, 
they said.

Robin Xing, chief China economist at 
Morgan Stanley, said China’s policies are 
moving in the right direction.

“Nominal growth is likely to remain 
steady in 2024 and improve modestly 
in 2025.”

A housing buyback initiative, if imple-
mented smoothly, could improve devel-
opers’ liquidity for housing completion 
and also effectively increase public hous-
ing provision, Xing said.

Zhou Lanxu contributed to the story.

Trailblazing Hainan 
port among nation’s 
models of high-quality 
growth. Xu Wei,  
Zhao Ruixue and  
Chen Bowen report

GDP forecast 
for country 
revised up
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A bird’s eye view of the Xinhai roll-on/roll-off passenger terminal in Haikou, Hainan province. GUO CHENG / XINHUA

China has so far established 22 
FTZs, which contributed to about 
18.4% of the nation’s total import and 
export volume in 2023. The Hainan 
Free Trade Port has introduced over 
120 innovative policies to date. 

Some analysts underlined Xi’s vision 
for the FTZs, which served as a spring-
board for bold experimentation and 
systemic reform. 

Gu Xueming, president of the Chi-
nese Academy of International Trade 
and Economic Cooperation, wrote in a 
co-authored report in November, “The 
achievements of the past decade in the 
pilot FTZs prove that these zones have 
become pioneering forces of high-level 
openness, trailblazers of deep-seated 
reforms, models of high-quality devel-

opment, and important platforms for 
serving national strategies.” 

He explained that the FTZs in China 
have come up with pioneering ini-
tiatives making them bold leaders in 
the country’s reform and opening-up, 
including the implementation of nega-
tive lists for market entry and cross-
border trade in services. 

The FTZs were also home to China’s 
first wholly foreign-owned public fund 
management company and its first 
wholly foreign-owned automobile 
manufacturing enterprise. 

In the realm of deepening reforms, 
China’s FTZs have consistently 
embraced bold experimentation and 
innovation, achieving significant 
breakthroughs in trade, investment, 
finance and government functions, 
he said. 

In Shandong province, the estab-
lishment of an FTZ has significantly 
spurred the inflow of foreign invest-
ment and boosted efforts to improve 
the business environment. 

Cui Linxian, an executive with SITC 
International Holdings Co, a shipping 
logistics company in Hong Kong, 
highlighted the alignment of the zone’s 
innovative spirit with the company’s 
entrepreneurial ethos. 

The robust port infrastructure in 
Qingdao, the second-largest foreign 
trade port in China, provides an ideal 
environment for business growth, he 
said. 

He added that the Shandong FTZ 
aims to establish a world-class business 
environment, which has underpinned 
the company’s efforts to enhance its 
core competitive edge. 

“The authorities in the FTZ have 
continually simplified procedures 
and improved efficiency, adhering to 

a proactive service approach that 
shortens the path for enterprises to 
conduct their business,” Cui said. 

“By focusing on the needs of 
businesses as both the starting 
point and ultimate goal, multiple 
departments have collaborated to 
promote the integration of services 
into a unified one-stop.” 

Khan, the Pakistani business-
man, also praised the introduction 
of favourable policies and one-stop 
services designed to attract and 
support foreigners living and work-
ing in Hainan, particularly those 
eager to engage in business activi-
ties despite language barriers.

“These measures simplify crucial 
processes such as work permits, 
visas and residency requirements, 
enhancing overall convenience and 
efficiency.” 

Khan said he believes that, 
as one of the world’s largest free 
trade ports, the Hainan FTP will 
attract more young talent to the 
island province, promoting local 
economic and trade development.

He has shared information about 
the preferential policies and vast 
opportunities in the Hainan FTP 
with friends in Pakistan and other 
countries, many of whom are con-
sidering relocating to Hainan to 
work and invest. 

Wang Ying, a researcher at the 
University of International Business 
and Economics’ Academy of China 
Open Economy Studies in Beijing, 
underscored the importance of the 
FTZ strategy in China’s high-level 
opening-up agenda going forward. 

Xi, also general secretary of the 
Communist Party of China Central 
Committee, said in his report to the 
20th National Congress of the CPC 
in October 2022 that the nation 
will work faster to develop the 
Hainan Free Trade Port, upgrade 
pilot FTZs, and expand the globally 
oriented network of high-standard 
free trade areas. 

Wang said the nation’s FTZs 
will take on an even greater his-
torical mission by co-ordinating 
deep reforms and high-level open-
ness. “The focus of FTZs should be 
on exploring deeper and broader 
reforms in key areas such as trade, 
investment, finance and cross-bor-
der data flows,” she said. 

By expanding the scope and 
depth of pioneering reforms, the 
FTZs will enrich the application of 
free trade policies and amplify their 
benefits, Wang added. 

Shoppers buy cosmetics at a duty-free shop in Haikou in May. LUO YUNFEI / XINHUA

The achievements of 
the past decade in the 
pilot FTZs prove that 

these zones have become 
pioneering forces of 
high-level openness, 

trailblazers of deep-seated 
reforms, models of high-

quality development, 
and important platforms 

for serving national 
strategies.”

Gu Xueming, 
President of the Chinese Academy 

of International Trade and Economic 
Cooperation



Embroidery shows vibrant 
Tibetan techniques 

The ancient craft deeply rooted in culture is now being given modern appeal. 
Yang Feiyue reports

L
hamo Yudron’s Tibetan 
embroidery workshop looks 
as if it is wrapped by a tapestry 
of polychromatic paintings. 

Items are neatly arranged on the walls 
and feature elements like Tibetan mas-
tiffs, antelopes, girls carrying water on 
their backs, as well as the eight auspi-
cious symbols of Tibetan Buddhism, 
including the conch shell, the treasure 
vase and the golden fish.

Tibetan embroidery originated in the 
9th century and is regarded as one of 
the three major arts of Tibetan Bud-
dhism, alongside thangka painting and 
pile needlework (fabrics being trimmed, 
pasted and sewn back together to deliver 
a deep visual impact). Tibetan embroi-
dery is also one of the most distinctive 
traditional embroidery styles among 
China’s ethnic cultures, known for its 
vibrant colours, smooth lines, lifelike 
characters and exquisite craftsmanship.

It features dieceng stitching, the lay-
ered technique that involves patterns 
upon patterns to create a three-dimen-
sional effect. The stitching gives the 
embroidery depth and texture.

Lhamo Yudron was born into a family 
of embroiderers in the Hainan Tibetan 
autonomous prefecture, Qinghai prov-
ince, and from a young age, she was 
exposed to Tibetan artistic techniques 
simply by being around her elders.  

“Almost all Tibetan women know 
how to embroider, and the tradition is 
mainly passed down within families,” 
she said. “In the past, Tibetan embroi-
dery only appeared on the clothes and 
braided hairbands worn by women.”

Her childhood pursuit turned into a 
passion after she saw embroidery from 
across the country at the Sichuan Muse-
um in Chengdu, the provincial capital of 
Sichuan province.

“It blew my mind and led me to realise 
that embroidery can be really exqui-
site,” she said, adding that the experience 

By Fang Aiqing

Gaming technology is beginning to 
play an ever bigger role in popularising 
ancient culture. The latest examples of 
this are English and French versions of 
a Digital Library Cave that enable users 
to go on a virtual tour of the celebrated 
Mogao Caves in Dunhuang, Gansu 
province.

The two versions, available on the 
Digital Dunhuang website since April 8, 
save users the long and arduous journey 
to the grottoes and enable them to see 
with their own eyes the rise and fall of 
the Library Cave that spanned more 
than a millennium.

The Library Cave, or Cave 17, is a 
wonder not only because of the precious 
ancient documents found inside it, but 
also because of the mysteries that were 
shrouded in it for almost 1,000 years 
and the twists and turns it went through 
after being accidentally discovered by 
the Taoist priest Wang Yuanlu in 1900.

The once sand-buried treasure trove 
of more than 60,000 Buddhist manu-
scripts, government and socioeconomic 
documents, silk paintings, embroidery 
and sacred articles is among the most 
important archaeological discoveries of 
the 20th century.

By playing the role of a time-travelling 
explorer, users of the new programmes 
get to experience 1,000 years of history, 
from the time when the caves were built 
in the mid-ninth century to when there 
were sealed and rediscovered. They can 
also experience how the relics were lost 

For ancient caves, 21st century technology acts like a time tunnel
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inspired her to carry on the heritage of 
Tibetan embroidery in her hometown 
on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau.

In 2006, Lhamo Yudron started work-
ing at a Tibetan embroidery company 
her father had founded, and began to 
research ways of innovating traditional 
techniques to appeal to more people 
outside the plateau. 

“Good Tibetan embroidery should 
not only meet the aesthetic preferences 
of modern people, but also integrate 
our traditional skills and ethnic culture 
in a way that delivers better expression,” 
she said.  

However, she found that most local 
crafts were passed down by the older 
generation. Driven by an ambition to 
carve out a new path for the art, she 

woke up at 4 am every day to study 
embroidery theory, and spent a great 
deal of time digging into books at librar-
ies. With the help of the local govern-
ment and senior embroiderers, she 
participated in training and cultural 
exchange activities and in the process, 
her mindset gradually opened up.

“After learning about sewing tech-
niques and colour matching elsewhere, 
I increasingly understood what the out-
side world wants,” she said.

She came to better appreciate the 
characteristics of Tibetan embroidery 
and techniques after looking into the 
four famous Chinese embroidery 
styles, namely Su embroidery (with su 
as abbreviation for Jiangsu province, 
and Suzhou specifically), Xiang embroi-

dery (Hunan province), Yue embroi-
dery (Guangdong province), and Shu 
embroidery (Sichuan province).

“To put it simply, we needed to add 
some dimension to it, and vivid colours, 
and to highlight the layered stitching,” 
she said. “When innovating, we must 
follow our own feelings and tell our own 
cultural stories.”

In 2009, Lhamo Yudron set up an 
embroidery company in her home-
town and transferred the patterns from 
Tibetan costumes onto canvas, show-
casing natural landscapes and wildlife 
through the art, enriching its forms of 
expression.

In 2011, some of her works were 
added to the collection of the Hainan 
prefecture museum.

Born of the belief that she needed to 
produce something that would create a 
brand for Tibetan embroidery, Lhamo 
Yudron has been working with her 
father since 2018 on a massive piece that 
is a metre wide and approximately 260 
metres in length featuring the legendary 
ancient hero, King Gesar.

To guarantee the quality of the art-
work, she and her father hired domestic 
experts and scholars to offer guidance 
to the painters, helping them draw 
over 200 sketches, before contracting 
50 embroiderers to participate in the 
project. 

The piece’s dimensions make it a chal-
lenge and so Lhamo Yudron and her 
team developed a seamless embedding 
technique and came up with a way to 
upgrade the embroidery racks. “We 
have already embroidered more than 
200 metres, and hopefully we can finish 
it by the end of this year,” she said.

Today, her products have made their 
way to Beijing, and Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
provinces, and products such as embroi-
dered Tibetan sachets and pendants 
have become popular at local tourism 
markets.

Lhamo Yudron explains to guests the 
260-metre-long King Gesar work. 

Lhamo Yudron offers guidance to 
local villagers on how to make Tibetan 
embroidery at her workshop. 

A 20-metre-long embroidered scroll 
painting at Lhamo Yudron’s workshop. 

Tibetan embroiderer Lhamo Yudron checks a traditional embroidered hair braid accessory for Tibetan women at her workshop in 
Shagou township, Hainan Tibetan autonomous prefecture, Qinghai province. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

or scattered, many now kept overseas.
In a project undertaken by the Dun-

huang Academy and the technology 
company Tencent, the Digital Library 
Cave has reproduced, with millimetre-
level accuracy, the external cliff face 
of the Mogao Caves, its 16th and 17th 
caves, as well as the murals, statues and 
relics within.

It applies three-dimensional laser 
scanning, modelling and reconstruction 
technologies, as well as technology and 
visual styles frequently used in digital 
games, such as physically based render-
ing and global dynamic lighting.

Users can interact with eight real his-
torical figures appearing as non-player 
characters and can zoom in on 21 docu-
ments discovered in the Library Cave in 
a 3D exhibition hall.

Tencent says that in the week after 
the Digital Library Cave was unveiled 

in April last year, 14 million users vis-
ited it via the WeChat mini-programme 
Cloud Museum of Dunhuang Caves.

In September the project won the 
Star of Outstanding title at the Global 
Awards for World Heritage Education 
Innovative Cases, organised by the 
World Heritage Institute of Training 
and Research for the Asia and the Pacific 
Region under the auspices of UNESCO.

Xue Xiaoli, product designer of the 
Digital Library Cave, said the project’s 
global editions aim to provide scholars 
of Dunhuang studies and aficionados 
of Dunhuang culture worldwide with 
alternative digital access to the artefacts 
found in the Library Cave.

The programme tells Dunhuang’s his-
tory in a direct, vivid and immersive 
way to audiences with many different 
cultural backgrounds and of all ages, 
Xue said.

Diego Monteiro, senior lecturer of 
computer science at the Ecole Superieure 
d’Informatique, Electronique, Automa-
tique in Paris, said: “Gaming technology 
is now extending into many more fields. 
As technology continues to evolve, the 
increasingly refined audiovisual effects, 
more immersive storytelling experi-
ences and convenience across multiple 
platforms and devices are progressively 
altering how people perceive the world.”

The Digital Library Cave, an applica-
tion of gaming technology for cultural 
promotion, showcases these capabilities 
at an impressive level, allowing more 
people to appreciate Chinese culture, 
he said. Monteiro said he is looking for-
ward to seeing more such works that will 
enable people everywhere to experience 
the allure of each other’s cultures.

A young historian from Mexico who 
gave her name as Diana said the pro-

gramme is a great way to learn. She 
would be intrigued to have such tech-
nology for museums and cultures to 
get to know what is inside the many 
pyramids in her home country, she said, 
including the Kukulcan Pyramid in the 
city of Chichen Itza that is well-protect-
ed but inaccessible.

She tested the interactive pro-
gramme for a video by YChina, or For-
eigner Research Institute, which looks 
at how non-Chinese understand and 
appreciate Chinese culture, entertain-
ment and technology through short 
videos.

Su Bomin, director of the Dun-
huang Academy, said that the Digital 
Library Cave reunites, reshapes and 
re-presents unearthed cultural relics 
at home and abroad and brings them 
to life in a fresh way. This opens up a 
new model for presenting traditional 
culture, he said.

The academy has been digitalising the 
frescoes, murals and painted sculptures 
for more than 30 years, and has done a 
lot to promote the culture worldwide in 
recent years, he said.

“We’re adapting to the way people 
are obtaining information as a result of 
internet technologies, such as increased 
time spent on phones.”

With programmes such as the Digi-
tal Library Cave, or other virtual tours 
and multimedia products, as well as a 
database featuring Dunhuang’s arts and 
literature, the popularisation of Dun-
huang culture is progressing well, he 
said.

From left: In the Digital Library Cave programme, users can interact 
with eight non-player characters, all based on real historical figures. 
Snapshots of the English version of the gamelike Digital Library Cave 
programme. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY
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