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WOMEN IN FILM, MELTING
GLACIERS, PUBLIC TV,
MODERN ZAMINDARI,
TATA IN BANGLA, ATOMIC
AGENDA, VATUA, POOREST
OF THE POOR, ID CARDS...
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IS a horder fence doing here? We thought

we had been promised a new Southasia by SARARC.







mainstream Tibetans,

In Nepal, one would expect the Sherpa to establish
an ethno-political organisation to agitate for
incorporation into the higher status minzu group, but
the Chinese state does not allow for such
organisations. Anyway, as one Sherpa who teaches
Chinese at the local middle school explains, “We are
happy to remain in the dzu category because we get
more positive attention from the government.” Such
attention includes educational and civil service
quotas for dzu citizens; with such a small population,
the competition is minimal. Dzi students also receive
extended time to complete their exams and are graded
on a more forgiving scale.

Perhaps most importantly, categorisation as dzu
qualifies Lishing and Syolbugang’s Sherpa
community to receive support from Beijing’s new
fund for the development of borderland populations.
According to a Lishing official, over the past two years
the area has reccived over three-and-a-half million
vuan (about USD 371,000), carmarked for
infrastructure development, livestock improvement
and income generation. The villages
have been fully electrified and now
have access to both reliable drinking
water facilities and mobile phone
services. When compared with the
inferior living conditions of Sherpa
and other  ethnic groups
immediately across the border in
Nepal's L;mdhu;nalc howk and
Dolakha districts, it is little surprise that most

'Chinese Sherpa’ feel certain that they or their parents
made the right choice by accepting Chinese
-itizenship in 1960.

The hig prize
Nonetheless, many Nepali €itizens who were never
presented with that decision have still been able to
adopt alternative strategies to take advantage of
China’s rapid cconomic development and cthnic
policies. After the 1992 Nepal-China treaty opened
the border for lacals, many Nepalis from the nearby
villages of Marming and Iatopam relocated to Khasa.
They opened businesses to import Nepa[: goods -
moatl\ grain and ghee - into the TAR. “When |
started, Tibetans depended on Nepali rice, flour and
butter,” explains Namkang, one of the first Nepali
Sherpa to establish a successtui business in Khasa.
“The market was all ours and we profited
enormously. But in the {ast decade, China has grown
so much that now they can transport goods more
chuapl\-’ fmm the mainland to Lhasa, so we are
sutfering.” Nowadays, the more lucrative business
goes in the other direction, forcing savvy businessmen
Ilko Namkang to reorient their trade and serve as
middlemen in the transport of cheap Chinese goads
to Kathmandu's markets.

Despite the diminishing profits, many Nepali
border citizens still believe that the quality of life is
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better on the TAR side. Nepalis from the border areas
can work for up to one month in Dram or Nyalam
without any formal registration, but for longer
periods thef’ need to register for a foreign resident
permit. With a recommendation from a Chinese
employer or landlord, this process can be quick.
Authoritics in Nyalam estimate that there are almost
400 Nepalis with foreign resident status in the
county, and thousands more who come to work for
less than a month at a time.

The biggest prize of all is to become a Chinese
citizen, although the only sure way to do so is by
marrying one. Many Nepalis, both male and female,
have taken this route. There is another, back-door
option, however: changing one’s name to “Sherpa’
upon crossing the border and hoping to be mistaken
for a Xiaerba. This is why members of other regional
Nepali ethnic groups (such as the Thami and
Tamang, found across the border in Nepal) are
difficult to locate in Khasa - most introduce
themselves as ‘Sherpa’. Some go further by dressing
in a ‘traditional” style that few Sherpa themselves
do, or by pretending that they do not
understand Nepali,

But there are also those who seek
to capitalise on their Nepali heritage.
In Khasa and Nyalam, Nepali food is
perceived to be cheap and healthy. To
emphasise their Nepali-ness and
draw customers, many cateries
display photos of the [\cpal] royal
family or play Nepali pop music. lronically, these
are preuqe]v the symbols of dominant culture from
which ethno-politicaily active Sherpa or Tamang
inside Nepal scek to distance themselves.

Historically, links between frontier citizens were
found net only in the Khasa area, but along the full
length of the Tibetan-Nepali border from east to west,
For instance, the most traveled trade route between
the 12" and 17" centurics did not follow the modern
road, but rather ran through Kyirong - what 15 now
Rasuwa District on the Nepal side and K\'irong
County in the TAR. Only relatively recently have
crossborder re lationships become centred around the
road crossing. For now, the adaptations made by
Nepal’s borderland cilizens - as the highway
connects them to the TAR, the Chinese market and
Beijing's economic and ethnic policies - are most
evident in and around Khasa-Dram-Zhangmu,
However, with several new road links under
development between Nepal’s northern regions and
the TAR (notably through Rasuwa and Mustang
districts) it is likelv that Uld fronticr relationships will
be rejuvenated and similar adaptlations will occur in
these border regions as well, For now though, Khasa-
Dram-Zhangmu remains the best developed site for
the give-and-take between contemporary Nepali-
Tibetan-Chinese identities. There are as many ways
to define identity along this roule as there are pecple
crossing the border every day.
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