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For decades, China has exploited ethnic minorities in the name of economic growth. To
become a global leader in mass-producing and exporting inexpensive goods, it relies on a
steady supply of cheap labor. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has found this labor

supply in its occupied territories, such as the Uyghur Region.1111 There, it has forced more than
a million Uyghur Muslims to produce goods ranging from cotton to seafood, which it then

exports around the world.2222 If workers refuse, they are often threatened with imprisonment.3333

Such practices have been referred to by the UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary

Forms of Slavery as possible “enslavement as a crime against humanity.”4444

But the Uyghur Region isn’t the only Beijing-controlled territory where the CCP targets and
exploits colonized minorities. The CCP has a long history of repression in another occupied
territory: Tibet. Now, with China’s ambitions to extract and export new resources, especially
related to the renewable energy sector, the risk of forced labor is rising in Tibet, specifically
in its mining industry.

Tibet is situated on a resource-rich plateau in the southwest of modern-day mainland

China.5555 The Tibetan people have lived there since the 7th century, historically pursuing a

nomadic lifestyle.6666 They have been ruled by the Dalai Lama in an independent theocratic

state centered on the practice of Tibetan Buddhism.7777

In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was established,8888 and from late 1949 into 1950, China

invaded Tibet, dissolved its government, and subjugated its institutions to Beijing’s regime.9999

Since then, the CCP has been forcibly assimilating Tibetans through numerous repressive
tactics such as compelling Tibetan monks to undergo religious reeducation, separating
more than a million Tibetan children from their parents, and forcing the youth to attend

colonial boarding schools.10101010

A key motive behind China’s invasion of Tibet was to seize control of its natural resources.11111 11 1

Currently, the CCP is interested in Tibet’s abundant stores of minerals such as copper and

lithium.12 12  12  12  Such minerals are essential for the so-called “green energy transition”: the global

shift away from fossil fuels and towards renewable energy sources.13131313

To grow its economic strength, China aims to become a global leader in exploiting these

minerals to develop renewable energy sources.14141414

To extract these minerals, Chinese state-owned companies have been recruiting Tibetan

laborers, including herders and farmers, into industrial-sector jobs.15151515 The recruitment of
farmers and herders is usually referred to as “rural surplus labor transfer” and is sometimes

done according to a broader regime policy of “poverty alleviation through labor transfer.”16161616

The theoretical intent is that by facilitating the transition of workers in subsistence
industries, such as herding and farming, to sectors with more “profitable” jobs, such as
mining, the regime can grow key industrial sectors while also providing jobs to workers who

are at risk of being “left behind” in Tibet’s economic growth.17171717 While ostensibly meant to
promote societal progress, the industrialization of Tibetan lands and recruitment of local
communities also disrupt traditional Tibetan livelihoods and raise questions about the

extent to which Tibetans freely participate in the recruitment process.18  18   18   18   More broadly, such
mining could be seen as infringing on Tibetans’ autonomy over their homeland, especially
given the CCP’s ongoing campaign of repression in the region.
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China started mining in Tibet as early as the 1960s,19191919 but greatly increased its activity in the

mid-2000s.20202020

Most of these mines in Tibet originated as joint Chinese-Canadian ventures, with
Canada providing key technical expertise and China supplying the majority of Han

Chinese workers.21212121 China subsequently bought out the Canadian companies, turning these

mines into state-owned enterprises.22222222

In its recent efforts to develop the mining industry and extract resources, China has been

forcibly relocating rural Tibetans into houses,23232323 and constructing mines that pollute the
dispossessed land. For instance, in establishing a mine near the southeastern town of
Jiama in 2010, a company called China National Gold forced 100 Tibetan nomad families

to relocate to a regime-built village.24242424 Operations at the mines contaminated waters in the

Jiama Valley, resulting in local Tibetans becoming ill and their animals dying off.25252525 Tibetans
who protested the mining operations were brutally gunned down, arrested, or tortured by

police.26262626 This forced resettlement and sedentarization makes formerly self-sufficient
farmers and nomads dependent on the regime’s markets and social support programs to
survive, hindering their customary way of life.
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Currently, the Chinese Communist Party is consolidating its influence over Tibetan mining

through policies concerning the “labor transfer” of “surplus rural laborers.”27272727 Labor transfer
is when someone working in the primary sector (herding, for instance) starts working in the

secondary or tertiary sector (such as a miner or a chemist).28282828 In the context of mining,
companies may employ Tibetan herders and other people working in the primary sector as

miners or in other secondary and tertiary sector jobs.29292929

While there is a lack of transparency over the nature of these labor transfer programs, it
appears that labor transfer can be implemented in compliance with the CCP state policy
of poverty alleviation through the labor transfer (转移就业脱贫) of rural surplus laborers (农

村富余劳动⼒).30303030 This state policy is often defined by regime-imposed employment quotas
of said rural surplus laborers, which in the case of Tibet likely refers to farmers and

herders.31313131 Poverty alleviation through surplus rural labor transfer is also characterized by

state-sponsored cadres going door to door to recruit villagers to their company.32323232 In the
process, they may also select other locals to participate in vocational education
programs, who ultimately work in sectors relevant to Tibet’s industrialization, such as

construction and mining.33333333
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While the CCP and its defenders claim these practices are simply meant to help Tibetans
obtain new jobs, the labor transfer of surplus rural laborers in accordance with poverty
alleviation policies has raised concerns of coercive conditions, as thoroughly documented

in the Uyghur Region.34343434

Labor transfer programs, as implemented in the Uyghur Region, can entail forced

relocations and land confiscation.35353535 Regime-run agencies or regime-owned private
companies put in orders for the kinds of workers they require, and local townships enforce

the heavily securitized transportation of such workers to the job site or training site.36363636 The
vast majority of transferred Uyghur workers are pressured by the regime into being
recruited and report dire working conditions, such as being locked in the factory

complexes at night.37373737 Accounts also exist of the regime imprisoning individuals who refuse

to be transferred.38383838

Since the Chinese regime has severely restricted access to Tibet,39393939 no testimony currently
exists from people who have undergone labor transfer in Tibet, and there is scant
opportunity for on-the-ground investigation. Consequently, there is no direct evidence
that Tibet’s labor transfer program is as coercive as the Uyghur Region’s labor transfer

program.40404040 Yet certain parallels can be drawn between Tibet and the Uyghur Region in
terms of policy terminology and implementation. The rural surplus labor transfer policies of

Tibet contain the same key phrases (tifa) as those in the Uyghur Region.41414141 Tifa are CCP-
approved terms that are euphemisms for specific and often sinister policies, and function
like codewords. They refer to various, strictly-defined policies, and it is mandatory for

regime officials to use tifa whenever discussing such policies and their implementation,42424242 to

ensure total conformity in policy implementation.43434343 In both Tibet and the Uyghur Region,
tifa for rural surplus labor transfer include language, such as labor absorption (“吸纳当地农
牧⺠就业⼒”), surplus rural labor transfer (“牧区富余劳动⼒转移”), labor export (“劳务输出”),

transfer employment (“转移就业”), and other such phrases.44444444

In addition to containing the same key phrases or tifa, the rural labor transfer programs in
Tibet and the Uyghur Region appear to have similar implementation: employment being
arranged by the state and the use of village cadres going door to door to recruit

villagers.45454545

State-arranged employment suggests that such employment may not always be
voluntarily sought out by rural Tibetans. Door-to-door recruitment, where regime officials
go door to door to identify recruits, can result in a Tibetan villager feeling pressure to

acquiesce.46464646

In Tibet, if labor transfer is done in the context of the regime’s poverty alleviation program,
it may raise questions about whether participation in such labor transfer was truly
voluntary—questions that merit further investigation, such as in the following case studies.
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Zijin Mining Group Ltd. is a state-owned Chinese company that mines gold, lithium, and

copper.47474747 This company has been previously linked to labor transfer and assimilation of

Uyghurs in the Uyghur Region.48484848 In Tibet, Zijin owns two mines. The first is Julong Copper

Mine, which it acquired in 2020,49494949 and the second is the lithium mine Lakkor Tso, which it

acquired in 2022.50505050 Julong is one of the largest copper mines owned by China and is

expected to operate until 2067.51515151

Zijin’s Julong mine provided vocational training and “exported” laborers in Maizhokunggar

County, indicating potential engagement in labor transfer programs.52525252 An April 2023 article
published by state media describes how Julong, along with another mining company
(Tibet Huatailong) and the Chikang Village Party Committee, engaged in trainings and

that “laborers were exported”53535353 as part of a locally-driven program–recalling the tifa, or

standardized language associated with labor transfer programs.54545454

Additionally, in 2018 (before Julong was acquired by Zijin), Julong Mine exported 38

laborers,55555555 according to Menba Township’s 2018 poverty alleviation objective.56565656  This
document mentions that such labor export was done with the support of Maizhokunggar

County’s government and the human resources and social security bureaus.57575757  Whether
these labor transfers and other professional offerings were done in accordance with
broader CCP poverty alleviation through labor transfer policies warrants further

investigation.58585858

Case Study #2: China Gold International ResourcesCase Study #2: China Gold International ResourcesCase Study #2: China Gold International ResourcesCase Study #2: China Gold International Resources

China Gold International Resources is a mining company based in Canada and owned by

China.59595959 It is the parent company of Tibet Huatailong, which owns and operates Jiama

mine, one of the biggest copper-gold polymetallic mines in Tibet.60606060

After China Gold International acquired the Jiama mine and China’s poverty alleviation

campaign began in 2012,61616161 Tibet Huatailong more than doubled the number of Tibetans

employed at Jiama mine, recruiting around 377 Tibetans by 2018.62626262 Though it is unclear if
the 377 Tibetans were rural surplus laborers, China Gold International’s 2018 Annual Report
cited Tibet Huatailong’s employment of the 377 Tibetans as a case study of how the

company “has absorbed and arranged”63636363 employment of local Tibetan farmers and

herders–echoing the tifa associated with labor transfer programs.64646464 Indeed, Tibet
Huatailong engaged in this example of possible labor transfer in accordance with a
government poverty alleviation scheme as outlined in the Lhasa City government’s

Thirteenth Five-Year Plan Characteristic Industry Development Plan (2017).65656565 In a separate

instance, Tibet Huatailong “absorbed”66666666 435 farmers and herdsmen by 2020.67676767 In this
second case, the word “absorb” is a key indicator that this employment may have been

implemented as part of a labor transfer program.68686868

Without direct evidence of threats or force in the case of this company’s activities in Tibet,
it cannot be concluded that China Gold International’s labor transfers are coercive.
However, their occurrence in the context of the regime’s poverty alleviation policies–as well
as the direct usage of tifa associated with other instances of forced labor in Chinese-
occupied territories–calls for further investigation.

Additional Risk FactorsAdditional Risk FactorsAdditional Risk FactorsAdditional Risk Factors

A January 2023 Chinese law applying to the entire Tibetan Autonomous Region states that
if Tibetans refuse to accept state-arranged employment three times, the regime will
reduce or suspend subsistence allowances on which many Tibetans have come to depend

for survival.69696969 This financial penalty, though not directly mentioned in rural labor transfer
policies, should be examined as an additional potential risk factor for state-imposed

coercive labor conditions in Tibet.70707070

Mining is also a notoriously perilous industry, and Zijin Mining and China Gold International
both have track records of poor working conditions in their operations. In Serbia, for
instance, Zijin maintains a mine site where miners have reported being confined to their

living quarters, having to work 12-hour days, and facing intimidation if they protest.71717171 China
Gold International was also previously accused of being responsible for a landslide that

killed 83 workers at its Jiama mine due to malfunctioning emergency infrastructure.72727272

There is a total lack of transparency and access to working conditions of mines in Tibet.73737373

However, a 2023 post on the Chinese site Zhihu describes a difficult work environment in

the Julong mine,74747474 12-hour shifts without breaks, and mandatory pre- and post-shift

meetings that further prolong miners’ workday.75757575

In general, mines feature strong security measures.76767676 For instance, China Gold
International’s Jiama mine is heavily surveilled. A work tender from 2022 calls for 33 security
guards whose responsibilities include handling incidents including vandalism/sabotage

and illegal assembly or activity.77777777 Tibet Huatailong has maintained a militia since as early

as 2014,78787878 but created an Armed Forces Department in 2021, and was the first private

company on the Tibetan plateau to do so.79797979 While it is increasingly standard for Chinese
companies to have armed forces, their specific role in mining sites is not clear. However,
their presence does demonstrate a company’s capacity to monitor and suppress any
“undesired” activity and assembly if needed.

Given the complete lack of transparency in Tibet, the resulting atmosphere of impunity,
and the broader risk factors associated with labor transfer programs and mining, it is
possible that the living conditions of Tibetans have not improved under the CCP’s poverty
alleviation efforts. In fact, Tibetans may be suffering misery and mistreatment as miners in
the name of China’s industrial growth.

RecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendations

-Independent investigations by international civil society organizations–such as, for
example, the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists–should be undertaken
to obtain first-hand testimony and direct field evidence to confirm whether or not forced
labor is occurring in Tibet, and whether it is done according to state-sponsored initiatives

involving labor transfer and/or threats of financial penalty.80808080

-Zijin has ties with Canada and America that should be scrutinized more closely. For
instance, Zijin recruited from Canadian universities like the University of Alberta and the
University of British Columbia in 2023, and American universities like the Colorado School of

Mines and the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University.81818181 In January 2022, the
Canadian government authorized Zijin to acquire a Canadian lithium miner, Neo Lithium

Corp for $960 million.82828282

-The potential for forced labor in Tibet isn’t confined to just these two mining companies.
Other mines based in Tibet should also be investigated, such as the Luobusa chromite
mine. This mine’s parent company, Tibet Mining, published a 2020 Social Responsibility
Report which explicitly admits to concentrating “surplus labor” and engaging in the
“relocation” of households in Qamdo in the context of governmental poverty alleviation

laws.83838383 Tibet Mining’s own parent company, Baowu, also describes Tibet Mining as

engaging in labor transfer and has even been linked to forced labor in the Uyghur Region.84848484
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