A report from a visit to China by a delegation from the Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief in June and July 2004

Introduction
The Oslo Coalition for Freedom of Religion or Belief was established in 1998 as a result of the International conference on the freedom of religion that was held in Oslo, Norway 12-15 August 1998. An inter-religious delegation from China was one of the participants during that conference and the contacts made during this conference may be said to have influenced the form of dialogue that has come to characterise the Oslo Coalition’s China project.
Monitoring the state of freedom of religion or belief in a country is not the purpose of this kind of dialogue. The dialogue focuses rather on clarifying issues concerning freedom of religion or belief. The Oslo Coalition does not go to a country to approve or disapprove the state of affairs in that country regarding freedom of religion or belief but rather to engage different partners in a dialogue on freedom of religion or belief in order to rally around the UN declarations and covenants and to encourage their implementation in various societies and their integration with various religions and value systems.

In order to do this it is, however, important to understand the general state of affairs in a given country as well as of the specific implications of the UN covenants.

In the context of the dialogue with China it has therefore been important to establish a non-judgmental understanding of how our partners look at the issue of freedom of religion or belief in the context of their own societies as well as a general understanding of the legal framework and general implementation of policies regarding religion or belief, rather than to try to verify alleged violations of freedom of religion.

Through clearly communicating our understanding of the implications of the UN covenants we open up for a real exchange of views while maintaining mutual respect based on the realisation that we are all inheritors of a history whose future course we can hope to change but whose past we can never erase.
It has been our experience that such a mutually respectful dialogue carries a potential of opening up for genuine communication and understanding. This is in our view no negligible achievement.
The China project of the Oslo Coalition
During the visit to China by a delegation from the Oslo Coalition in June and July 2004 (see below) the members of the delegation made extensive notes, particularly during the conversations we had with a number of religious representatives of temples and monasteries in various places in China. As this was also our third delegation visit engaging in dialogue in China we concluded that our experiences at this would be useful to disseminate. We therefore decided to write a book on our engagement with China, outlining our methodology and our preliminary conclusions about the particular challenges of engaging in dialogue with a country such as China with its different political, cultural and religious background. At the same time we wanted to provide some perspectives on how to understand the realities in China as they relate to the ongoing discussion on the issue of freedom of religion or belief. This idea has met with positive responses from officials from The State Administration of Religious Affairs (SARA) who have given responses to issues raised in our reports, which in turn have been useful in developing our dialogue. 
Our engagement with China has also included organising an international workshop on Buddhism, Daoism and folk religion in the PRC that took place in Oslo 15 to 16 September 2005, with a number of prominent scholars participating. In April 2006 two members of the project group of the China Project participated in the First World Buddhist Forum in Hangzhou in China and in December 2006 the Oslo Coalition, in cooperation with our partners from The Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) in Beijing and The Institute of Global Engagement (IGE) in Washington DC, hosted the international conference “Law and Religion in Transitional Societies” in Oslo.
Visit to China by a delegation from the Oslo Coalition in June and July 2004

The Oslo Coalition for Freedom of Religion or Belief sent its third delegation to China during the period 25.06.04 – 08.07.04. The delegation had the following members: Egil Lothe, Knut Espen Arnesen and Koen Wellens. Our Chinese host was SARA. The Norwegian embassy in Beijing was involved in the work of planning the visit as well as in the actual implementation of the visit. During the visit to Tibet (TAR) first political secretary Odd Magne Ruud joined the delegation.
The aims of the dialogue with China of the Oslo Coalition may be stated, first of all, as a general one of contributing to the development of freedom of religion or belief in China through focusing on specific areas relating the to the conventions on human rights. Secondly, a more specific aim is to develop this dialogue in relation to the situation in Tibet (Tibet Autonomous Region) taking as a point of reference the dialogue, referred to above, contextualized to Han Chinese Buddhism (as well as Daoism and Chinese folk religion). 
This approach was followed during our previous visit to China in November 2002 as well as during our visit in 2004. The delegation was taken to all the locations that we had requested to visit, with a few added by our hosts. The main focus of our visit was Beijing and Tibet with a short visit to Hebei.

In Beijing the main purpose of our visit was to broaden our view of Chinese religion in the capital and of religious policies as they are implemented in this important region.

In Tibet we had requested to visit monasteries outside the Lhasa area as our previous visit in 2002 had been limited to Lhasa. We also wanted to visit monasteries from the different schools of Tibetan Buddhism such as Gelug, Kagyu and Nyingma (in Lhasa the monasteries are mostly from the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism).

Beijing 
On Saturday 26th June the program began with a visit to the Buddhist temple Lingguang situated at the outskirt of Beijing. Here we were honored by being allowed to see a very important relic of the Buddha, namely his tooth relic which is kept here, one of two being preserved in the Buddhist world. We were met here by the vice president of the Buddhist Association of China (BAC), Ven. Sheng Hui with whom we had a friendly conversation giving us an opportunity to raise a few questions regarding the situation of Buddhism in China. He stated that he had around 100.000 individual lay disciples who were registed in books containing pictures and personalia. He showed us one of them along with the certificates documenting that their status as his disciples. In the monasteries of which he was the abbot there were around 800 monks, a number that during the last few years had increased annually with around 100. He also stated that abbots were free as many monks as they wanted as long as they fulfilled the necessary qualifications with no quotas imposed (as has been admitted by others in relation toTibet).  The Lingguang temple, which was rebuilt as a “showcase” in the late 1950s as part of Chinese diplomacy towards Asian Buddhist countries, seems now to have come alive as a genuine site for religious activities with numerous Beijing lay Buddhistc coming here for devotional activities. In this connection Ven. Sheng Hui emphasized the importance of properly educating the laity in Buddhist teachings and also mentioned that the temple organized bimonthly preaching sessions for them.
The next place visited was the temple Miao Feng Shan, situated on a mountain top in the northwestern part of rural Beijing. This site, which belongs to what is usually referred to as folk religion, is not designated as a religious site. Nevertheless, worship of deities of Chinese traditional religion takes place in several of the temple buildings that have been restored after the Cultural Revolution. During the traditional pilgrim season in May great crowds are said to visit this temple which has been very prominent in the religious life of Beijing during the last few centuries. Although no clergy from any of the recognized religions resided at the temples, devotees were steadily arriving to pray to the deities enshrined in the different temple buildings. Visiting a place like Miao Feng Shan also gave us an opportunity to take up an interesting issue with our hosts from the SARA relating to the important but neglected aspect of folk religiousity that falls outside of the main recognised religions. 

The last place to be visited during this day was the Guangji temple. This temple also serves as the headquarters of the Buddhist Association of China (BAC). Here we had a meeting with Ven. Xue Cheng, who in 2003 was elected vice-president and secretary general of the Buddhist Association of China. The meeting was followed by a vegetarian dinner with the monks and representatives of the BAC.

Sunday 27th June began with a visit to the Buddhist convent Tongjiao, the only convent in Beijing. We had a meeting with the abbess who mentioned that the convent housed about 30 nuns from various provinces. She also provided us with several interesting pieces of information, such as the fact that some nuns chose to establish themselves in flats, living two or three together in what may be termed ”house convents”. The abbess estimated that there were altogether about 80 – 90 Buddhist nuns in Beijing.

The next Buddhist sites to be visited were the monasteries Tanzhe and Jietai in the Mentougou district at the outskirt of Beijing. These are both ancient and famous religious institutions that were re-established as monasteries with resident monks in 1997 after first having been restored as museums after the Cultural Revolution. The monasteries had 30 and 15 monks respectively. A steady stream of people were offering incense and paying their respect to the Buddha. Shops selling Buddhist paraphernalia and playing Buddhist religious music, also suggested the revived religious character of these sites. Still, these monasteries have some way to go before they can be said to have regained their former glory as monastic centres.

The day was concluded with a visit to the ancient Daoist monastery of Baiyunguan which is also the headquarters of the Daoist Association of China (DAC). The Daoist leaders that we met expressed strong optimism regarding the future prospects for their religion. They mentioned that there were plans to restore several temples in Beijing and to reopen them as religious sites. They also referred to plans to expand the size of the Daoist College located at the Baiyunguan monastery increasing the number of students from the present 100 to about 300. Concerning the size of the Daoist clergy in China official figures mention a number of about 25.000 while the leaders of the DAC suggested about 50.000 as a more realistic estimate.

Monday 28th June began with a visit to the Guanghua monastery which is the headquarters of the Buddhist Association of Beijing (BAB). The monastery had been expanded with a number of newly restored halls since our last visit here in November 2002. In one of these halls monks were conducting a religious ceremony for a deceased lay Buddhist. During the meeting with the leaders of the BAB, including the abbot of the monastery as well as the deputy abbot of the Yong He Gong (the Lama temple in Beijing) we brought up the issue of the right to teach religion to minors. In spite of the fact that China has ratified and signed the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child the authorities are still reticient to allow organized religious education for children. The delegation also noticed that the restoration and transferring of monasteries to monastic management had apparently not proceeded at the pace envisaged during our previous visit. Only one monastery was referred to in this connection: the Tianning monastery and pagoda, located in central Beijing which was said to be in the process of restoration. On the other hand we also met the secretary general of the BAB at the Tanzhe monastery the day before who was, we were told, on his way to inspect a monastery in the mountains that was in the process of being re-established as a monastic community.

A very important meeting during our visit was the ensuing meeting with leaders of SARA that took place at its headquarters. The participants from SARA included Mr. Liu Jinguan, Director of Dept. of Foreign Affairs SARA, Mr. Xue Hui and Ms Guo Wei, Dep. Director of Dept. of Foreign Affairs SARA. We used the opportunity to raise a number of issues of principles such as the right of religious communities to teach religion to children. We referred to a statement of the Catholic bishop of Xi’an who had stated that the authorities had recently taken away from them this right. Another issue taken up concerned the question of whether there was a genuine freedom for religious believers to organise themselves in independent associations (only controlled by the state through legal means). Still another issue concerned the question of whether religious books, such as the Christian Bible, were subject to greater restrictions of distribution than other books and if so with what legal justifications. We also brought up the the case of the Tibetan religious leader in Sichuan province, Tenzin Delek Rinpoche, mentioning that the criminal charges raised against him had created doubts among people abroad about the practice of freedom of religion towards Tibetan Buddhists in the PRC.
After the meeting some of the officials of the SARA accompanied us to the Great Hall of the People for a meeting and a lunch with Mr. Ye Xiaowen, the Director of SARA. We used the opportunity to give some information about other projects of the Oslo Coalition such as one dealing with the issue of mission and human rights which clearly interested our Chinese hosts.
During the meeting with Mr. Ye Xiaowen we were joined by the Norwegian ambassador Mr. Tor Chr. Hildan. In the course of the conversation with Mr. Ye Xiaowen ambassador Hildan inquired about issues such as the views of the PRC government regarding the prospects of reconciliation with the Dalai Lama as well as about its views on the situation of the Roman Catholic Church and its relationship to the Vatican, receiving quite detailed answers from Mr. Ye Xiaowen. 
In the afternoon we visited the Institute of Higher Tibetan Buddhist Studies located at the Huang monastery. This institution was set up in 1987 by the Tenth Panchen Lama and has been giving education to incarnate Lamas (high ranking monks) or tulkus as they are referred to in Tibetan. They go through a two year course which includes Tibetan Buddhist studies but also Chinese language and political studies. These last aspects appear to be the raison d’etre for maintaining this institution in the midst of Beijing and the institute has proved an important means for the government to control Tibetan Buddhism. The teachers are mainly Tibetan and Mongolian monks but the person speaking on behalf of the institution during our meeting was its vice president Mr. Li Guoqin, a Chinese layman who described himself as “a Marxist with great respect for the Buddha”. Our conversation turned out to be more interesting than anticipated as it was revealed that the institute, which is an import means for the government to control Tibetan Buddhism, has extensive plans to establish full scale higher education of Tibetan Buddhist monks, qualifying them for the geshe degree (which can be loosely translated as Doctor of Divinity in the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism). As a consequence there were plans to expand the premises of the Institution which included demolishing the neighbourhood of the institute and expanding the size of the monastery. Establishing the education of geshes, which involves about 15 years of intensive studies, is a major step in challenging the role of the exile Tibetan Buddhist seats of learning. It is of course far too early to predict whether these activities will succeed in changing the minds of Tibetan Buddhist monks that seek learning, to go to Beijing rather than to India.  
The day was concluded with a dinner hosted by the vice director of Beijing SARA. He informed us about their plan to visit Norway with a group of nine Buddhist monks and nuns from the city and asked for the assistance of the Buddhist Federation of Norway in this connection. 

Tuesday 29th June began with a meeting at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences – Institute for World Religions. We received some information about religious developments in contemporary China by experts on the different recognized religions. It was our impression that the representatives of the institution wanted to emphasize their academic role rather than that of being proponents of government policies in this area. 

The next institution visited was the China Tibetological Research Centre which is the most important academic institution for research on Tibetan culture and society. The academic discipline of Tibetology is also used to legitimise Chinese policies in relation to Tibet as seen in the government’s support to promote this research abroad. For our delegation this encounter was an opportunity to raise issues connected to the situation of Tibetan Buddhism in China and also to express our wish for further contacts with the institution to promote a clearer understanding of this important part of religious life in the PRC.

Hebei
On Wednesday 30th June the delegation left Beijing for Hebei. In the provincial capital of Shijiazhuang we met the new leader of the provincial SARA who, in addition to giving us an extensive update on the development of Buddhism in the province, also took us to the impressive headquarters of the Hebei Buddhist Association which had just recently been shifted to a newly completed four storied building in the centre of the town. Our main reason for going to Hebei was to visit the Bailin monastery outside Shijiazhuang. The abbot, Ven. Jing Hui, was traveling outside the province during our visit to the temple. However, we met the young vice abbot, Ven. Ming Hai, who showed us around the premises of the monastery. Bailin monastery must be counted as one of the largest in China not the least because of its huge Hall of Ten Thousand Buddhas, which had been inaugurated in September 2003. During dinner Ven. Ming Hai he mentioned that the monastery was also engaging in social welfare and was in the process of building a home for aged people with a capacity of housing 160 persons. 
Tibet

Thursday 1st July the delegation, now joined by Mr. Odd Magne Ruud, political secretary at the Norwegian Embassy, left Beijing for Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). Due to bad weather in Lhasa we had to return to Chengdu, staying there until the next day, cutting our visit in Tibet short by half a day. Our program in Tibet began the day after, Friday 2nd July with a meeting at the Tibet University in Lhasa. To understand the situation of Tibetan Buddhism in China it is important to understand the situation of Tibetans as a nationality in China. The meeting at the university therefore focused on the position of Tibetans and the Tibetan language at the university specifically and in the modern sector of the TAR generally. According to the information given by the representatives of the university 64% of the students were Tibetans while 36% were of Han nationality (ethnic Chinese). The language of instruction in “modern” subjects such as economy was Chinese. We asked if there were any plans to introduce Tibetan as a language of instruction in such subjects. The answer was that Tibetan students could understand Chinese while the Han students would have to learn Tibetan in that eventuality. This answer did naturally not diminish our concern about the future of the Tibetan language in TAR and other Tibetan regions in China. Another issue raised concerned the allegations comming from the Tibetan exile community that university teachers are not allowed to practice religion. According to the answers we received about 30% of the teachers were members of the CCP and therefore not allowed to be believers while the remaing 70% were free do as they liked in this regard. A welcome surprise was meeting a number of students who had been in Norway as participants in the ongoing exchange program with The Network for University Co-operation Tibet-Norway. 

In the morning on Saturday 3rd July the delegation set out for a journey to the town of Gyantse. Due to flooded roads we had to take another route than the usual one, taking us through some areas where the modernisation, which is so apparent in Lhasa and its environs, was hardly noticeable. After a strenuous (but very interesting) journey we arrived in Gyantse at the monastery of Palkor Chøde (belonging to the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism). We had a meeting there with the monk who was the leader of the Democratic Management Committee (DMC). We first focused on concrete issues such as the number of monks and nuns in the area, opportunities for education of the clergy, the financing of monasteries etc., while gradually moving into issues with clearer implications regarding freedom of religion, such as the monasteries’ relationship to the local authorities and how state regulations on religion were applied in this area. We concluded the conversation with a question concerning the controversy surrounding the appointment of the 11th Panchen Lama. The current Dalai Lama had 14th May 1995 appointed a young boy, Gedhun Chøkyi Nyima, as the incarnation of the Panchen Lama. Opposing this decision the Chinese government organised a selection process that lead to the appointment of another boy, Gyaltsen Norbu, as the 11th Panchen Lama. Lacking the approval of the Dalai Lama this candidate does not seem to have been much accepted among Tibetan Buddhists. The head monk was therefore very guarded in his answer to our question whether monks were free to have their own opinions on this matter as a matter of freedom of religious belief. His answer was that the candidate chosen in China was to be accepted while beliefs of individual monks were personal matters. After the meeting we did also get a chance to take a stroll through the grounds of the monastery, which is historically very important but presently appearing to be in a less flourishing condition.  
Sunday morning 4th July we visited the monastery of the Panchen Lama, the Tashilunpo monastery in Shigatse. The monastery was crowded with visitors, mainly local Tibetan worshippers but also Han Chinese tourists, who are visiting Tibet in steadily increasing numbers. Our superficial impressions from walking around the monastery, visiting the numerous temples, seemed to confirm the description given later by the head of the DMC of Tashilunpo as a well functioning monastery. In his presentation the DMC head monk described the training of monks in various areas of traditional monastic learning. However, the traditional teaching of geshes has only very recently been re-established. During this meeting we also took up the issue of the selection of 11th incarnation of the Panchen Lama where we mentioned the name of one of the members of the committee appointed to identify the new Panchen Lama, Ven. Agya Rinpoche of Kumbum monastery in Qinghai, who had stated after he defected to the US that this committee had been set up by the Chinese government and that it acted under its instructions. This description of the committee was denied by the DMC head. The leader of this committee was Ven. Chatral Rinpoche, at that time Abbott of Tashilunpo monastery. Because of his continuing contact with the Dalai Lama (which, according to the DMC head, was initially approved by the PRC government) Ven. Chatral Rinpoche was arrested and according to available information sentenced to five years in prison for disclosing state secrets. According to information given earlier by the PRC government about this case, Ven. Chatral Rinpoche should have been released about two years previously. We therefore asked the DMC head about Ven. Chatral Rinpoche and his present whereabouts. Surprisingly this was completely unknown to the DMC head who told us that the monastery had severed all contacts with Ven. Chatral Rinpoche since he had been sentenced for crimes against the state and for that reason he could not say anything about his present situation. On being asked by us he also stated that Ven. Chatral Rinpoche for this reason would never be allowed to join the ranks of the monks of Tashilunpo again. This statement is rather revealing as to the degree of state control of monasteries and to the extent to which this power is exercised in certain situations. 
On our return journey to Lhasa we asked for a spontaneous visit to a monastery, unknown to us, situated along the road. On talking to the monks living there (in Tibetan) we learned that it was the Yangpachen monastery, originally belonging to the Sharmar linage of the Karma Kagyu. After having been run by the Gelug school for about two hundred years and destroyed during the Cultural Revolution it was now back in the hands of the Shamar linage and had been rebuilt with a small school for monks and a retreat centre for those practicing meditation in isolation for longer periods.

Monday 5th July was spent in the district of Shannan (Tib: Lhoka) were we visited two important monasteries belonging to the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism. These monasteries, Mindroling and Samye, gave quite different impressions regarding the degree of success in re-establishing monastic education and practice. Mindroling, which in the past had been famous as centre for the study of Tibetan language gave a somewhat desolate look while Samye, in contrast had succeeded in establishing a monastic college as well as a retreat centre in addition to its position as an important centre for pilgrimage. An issue that became apparent in our meetings with the local heads of the DMC was to what degree contacts with monks and monasteries abroad were allowed by the authorities. The fact that Tibetan Buddhist education is presently taking place mainly in India rather than in the TAR makes freedom of movement of monks from both places an important aspect of freedom of religion as well. A question that was raised both in Mindroling and in Samye concerned the issue of contact with prominent lamas living abroad. We noticed that pictures were placed on the altars of lamas such as Mindroling Trichen Rinpoche, Penor Rinpoche and Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, all of whom left Tibet in 1959 to stay in India and Nepal where they established new monasteries continuing their traditions. In the context of current Chinese policies on religion maintaining links with religious leaders abroad is a very sensitive issue and the answers we got suggested that at the present time contacts with these leaders did officially not take place. 
Tuesday 6th July began with a visit to the Tsurphu monastery of the Karma Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism, situated in a mountainous area northwest of Lhasa. As the head monastery of the Karma Kagyu it was the seat of the 17th Karmapa who resided here until 2000 when he suddenly disappeared only to reappear in Dharamsala in India. As in the other monasteries we visited we were shown around the monastery and given the opportunity during the meeting in the reception room to ask the monks whatever questions we had on our minds. The leader of the DMC, who was also the spiritual guide to the monks who were meditating in the cabins built into the steep mountain side behind the monastery, skillfully handled our questions regarding the role of the Karmapa, his unofficial disappearance to India etc. 
Back in Lhasa we had a meeting with the Bureau of Religious Affairs / SARA Tibet where we met again Mr. Tubten, the spokesperson of the institution, who answered our questions as he did in November 2002. After he had described how the government reformed Tibetan Buddhism during the early 1960s, introducing the DMCs referred to above, it was clearly the moment to ask about the legal justification for continuing to impose on every monastery such DMCs. This occasioned a number of different explanations by Mr. Thubten which did not make for a complete understanding on our side. On the other hand they emphasized the need to be specific when discussing the meaning of the “rule of the law” in the area of administration of religious affairs. 

This issue surfaced again in connection with our question about allowing monasteries to train novices under the age of 18. According to Mr. Thubten this was against the law, but with a glimpse in his eyes he told us that when he saw that monasteries still did it, he chose” to look the other away” as this was an ingrained custom in Tibet. After this fascinating glimpse into religious administration in Tibet we were surprised by being invited to a meeting with the Vice Chairman of TAR, Jagre Losang-danizin, who conversed with the leader of our delegation and handed over gifts, with the TAR television recording the event (which was broadcasted on the news the next day). During the banquet that took place afterwards we stressed the excellent cooperation between Norway in China referring particularly planned visit of deans from Norwegian universities in September the same year, as well as the 50 year anniversary of establishing diplomatic relations, to take place the same autumn. 
Wednesday 7th July was our last day in Lhasa and we were pleased to have the opportunity to visit again the Jokhang, the most sacred temple in Lhasa. The temple was filled with worshippers, standing in long cues, waiting to get the chance to worship at the statue of Shakyamuni Buddha. As in Tashilunpo, the crowd of Tibetan pilgrims was mixed with Chinese tourists. To a certain extent the Chinese tourists can also be counted as pilgrims. In front of the Jokhang we noticed several Chinese women doing prostrations along with the Tibetan pilgrims. A train of pilgrims circumambulated the Potala. This is a common devotional practice among Tibetan Buddhists visiting Lhasa but this time the number of participants was far larger than what we had noticed in November 2002. According to our knowledge the day was not marked in the Tibetan religious calendar. If the large number of devotees had anything to do with the fact that the birthday of the Dalai Lama was the previous day is of course difficult to ascertain.
Some reflections on Tibet

Trying to understand the situation in Tibet (TAR) one needs to look at different dimension of the relationship between the state and Tibetan Buddhism. As far as the general attitude towards religion is concerned it seems to be moving in a direction of greater acceptance from the side of the authorities. 
On the other hand there is a general trend to bring Tibetan Buddhism inside the framework of control that has been established to administer religion. In the context of Tibet this has implications that are specific to the region. Trying to eliminate the role of the Dalai Lama is of course a significant part of this picture. As we stated during our visit, there seems to be a common agreement that the Dalai Lama plays a political as well as a religious role, the difference being, that one side consider his role negative while the other side consider it positive. As far as his political role is concerned that was naturally not a concern of our delegation. On the other hand it is quite clear that the Dalai Lama has a significant religious position within Tibetan Buddhism and that the present predicament for that reason put clear constraints on the complete expression of Tibetan Buddhism in the TAR specifically and in the PRC generally. In this situation the system of official control of the selection of higher incarnate lamas (Ch. Huofo / Tib. Tulku) is negatively affected as the Dalai Lama in the present circumstances is denied playing his traditional role in this regard. The case of the selection of the 11th Panchen Lama is of course the most important case illustrating this problem. There are also reports that suggest that campaigns in the monasteries by the authorities, addressing the issue of separatism in the TAR, have also hurt religious sensitivities concerning the Dalai Lama.
Generally it must be noted that the issue of the autonomy of religion is a particular challenge in the TAR and the Tibetan ethnic areas in the PRC because of the political circumstances mentioned, as well as for historical reasons concerning the traditional role of religion in these areas. Another challenge concerns the integration of the Tibetan Buddhist culture in modern society being created in the TAR and the PRC where the role of the Tibetan language is imperative in securing the future of Tibetan culture generally as well as Tibetan Buddhism specifically. Securing cultural rights for Tibetans in the actual implementation of national policies in this area must here be seen as essential in securing freedom of religion in the full sense.
Beijing & general conclusions
On the last day of our visit we were back in Beijing where we had a meeting with the Norwegian ambassador. We shared with him our impressions from the visit to Tibet stressing our view that Tibetans need to enter the modern sector developing rapidly all over China. Neither Tibetans nor Tibetan Buddhism will benefit from ending up as merely an exotic tourist attraction. The challenge is therefore to support the modernization of Tibetans as well as their efforts to preserve their religious and cultural heritage, stressing the importance of strengthening the Tibetan language, both as a tool for preserving the past and as a means to engage with the future.

During the lunch afterwards with SARA we also reflected on the outcome of our visit. Our approach to seek as much knowledge about the specific conditions of individual monasteries as possible while bringing up relevant controversial issues as well seemed to have been appreciated by our hosts. The possibility of studying other areas in China was also touched upon as were the plans for a visit to Norway by a delegation from SARA Beijing (as mentioned above). From our side we expressed our genuine appreciation of the manner in which our hosts had carried out their task by organizing visits to all the locations requested by the Oslo Coalition and by accommodating all our wishes during the trip regarding the timing of activities at the various locations etc. and not the least through competent translations from Chinese and Tibetan. 
A contextualization of the dialogue on freedom of religion or belief, such as that provided by our journey in China in 2004, can be said to contribute significantly to this dialogue in allowing for a clarifying of issues involved, suggesting topics for future discussions such as the following:

· Legal limits to state involvement in religious organizations 
· Rights of children and parents in ensuring access to religious education and practice.

· Non discrimination in relation to political and social rights related to differences in religion or belief

· Freedom of movement across national boundaries for religious purposes

· Freedom to organise religious activities across national boundaries   

· Freedom of access to knowledge about religion

Egil Lothe
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