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1. Executive Summary 

“The reincarnation of the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama is by nature an internal 
affair of China and there is no room here for any foreign meddling.” 

China’s response to UN experts in 2020.1

Given that China has been an officially atheist state since 1949, one may expect the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) to seek to end the institution of His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Instead, Beijing 
has developed an extensive strategy to exert control over the Tibetan Buddhist reincarnation system; 
a strategy which severely infringes on the religious rights of the Tibetan people and undermines the 
unique tradition of Tibetan Buddhism.

This briefing shares a rare glimpse into the CCP’s preparations for the “post-Dalai era” or the 
“after‑Dalai era” when they seek to usurp both spiritual and political authority in Tibet. Chinese policy 
documents, written by Chinese scholars from Party-run institutes, show discussions are being had 
regarding China’s own appointment of a 15th Dalai Lama candidate and the use of the CCP-approved 
Panchen Lama to serve this end. The existence of flawed legislation, the introduction of domestic 
legislation governing Tibetan Buddhist reincarnations, and the establishment of an official Tibetan 
reincarnate Buddhists database are also part of the CCP’s efforts to determine a future Dalai Lama 
candidate and accelerate control over the reincarnation process.

It further sets out the clear instructions that have already been provided by His Holiness the 14th 
Dalai Lama about his future reincarnation as well as the framework for succession provided by 
Dharamsala, the home of the Tibetan Government-in-Exile. This includes details provided by His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama in March 2025 when he shed further light on the future of the Dalai Lama 
lineage, making clear that should the institution continue, the next Dalai Lama will be born in the free 
world, ensuring that this sacred tradition remains beyond the reach of Beijing’s manipulation. 

In order to exercise their fundamental freedoms, Tibetan Buddhists must be given the right to make 
independent choices in relation to their cultural and religious backgrounds in accordance with 
international human rights law. Such choices include the right to select and appoint their own religious 
leaders. Tibetans should be able to make these choices, free from interference by the Chinese 
authorities. Yet, as the Dalai Lama ages, Tibetans face painful and difficult questions about the future, 
including China’s involvement in the process.

Beijing’s struggle to appropriate and control the reincarnation system strikes at the heart of Tibetan 
religious identity; reincarnation is central to Tibetan Buddhist belief and practice rooted in the concept 
of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Tibetans have evolved a unique system of recognising 
reincarnations of spiritual masters who are dedicated to developing compassion and helping all 
sentient beings.2 From the Fifth Dalai Lama’s leadership in the 17th century, reincarnate lamas became 
the core of the Buddhist government of Tibet, combining religious and political authority. 
 
Today, the spiritual authority of the 14th Dalai Lama spans the Himalayas, including Nepal, Ladakh, 
Sikkim, and Bhutan, and reaches through Central, East and South-East Asia. It also encompasses 
India, home to the 14th Dalai Lama, and Mongolia, the largest free country with a majority Tibetan 
Buddhist population in the world. The Dalai Lama’s reach extends to the West and across the People’s 
Republic of China, where many Chinese are devoted to Tibetan religious teachers.

This report reiterates the urgency for the international community to support Tibetan Buddhists in their 
efforts to preserve their religious and cultural traditions, which is even more crucial as His Holiness the 
14th Dalai Lama ages.
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Recommendations:

To the International Community:

•	 Publicly recognise and support the 14th Dalai Lama as the legitimate authority on his succession 
and affirm that the identification and appointment of Tibetan Buddhist leaders is to be decided 
solely by Tibetan Buddhist leaders, without any government interference. 

•	 Urgently issue item statements at the UN Human Rights Council expressing serious concern 
at China’s interference in the Tibetan Buddhist reincarnation process and reiterate that the 
identification and appointment of Tibetan Buddhist leaders be decided solely by Tibetan Buddhists, 
and in accordance with international human rights law.

•	 Refuse to endorse Chinese-government-appointed Tibetan Buddhist leaders, including China’s 
Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu, and demand verifiable proof of the whereabouts and well-being of 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, the 11th Panchen Lama of Tibet. 

•	 Establish a Special Coordinator for Tibet (or equivalent) in order to meaningfully respond to the 
urgent situation in Tibet.

To the Chinese Government:

•	 Cease any interference in the identification and appointment of Tibetan Buddhist leaders, including 
any future reincarnation of the Dalai Lama, which must be determined solely by the Tibetan people, 
in accordance with international human rights law.

•	 Immediately repeal the ‘Measures on the Management of the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas in 
Tibetan Buddhism’, which requires that the succession of living Buddhas in Tibetan Buddhism is 
approved by the CCP and invalidates reincarnation lineages outside of China.

•	 Cease the use of any government databases or registries to monitor, control or legitimise CCP 
approved Tibetan Buddhist reincarnations.

•	 Provide proof of the whereabouts and well-being of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, the 11th Panchen 
Lama of Tibet, and grant an independent monitor immediate access to him and his family.

•	 Grant immediate, meaningful, and unfettered access to UN mandate holders to assess the situation 
on the ground, including the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief.

•	 Immediately ratify the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights.
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2. China’s Plans for a Future Dalai Lama Candidate 

China’s leadership is aware of the centrality of the Dalai Lama to Tibet and its future, and Beijing’s 
aggressive stance is fuelled by anxieties over its ability to maintain stability in Tibet. 

China claims the sole right3 to select the next Dalai Lama. A number of internal policy documents 
written by Chinese scholars from Party-run institutes4 offer a rare glimpse into the Party’s thinking and 
preparations for an “after Dalai era”, a Chinese term that has been adopted in order to convey China’s 
plans to capitalise on the passing of the 14th Dalai Lama and choosing a successor. One of these 
documents suggests “the moulding of the 15th reincarnation’s image should be put on the agenda as 
soon as possible.”5 

The documents suggest two options should the 14th Dalai Lama announce there will not be a 
15th reincarnation:

1.	China installs their own “legitimate Dalai” candidate: This candidate would be “used” for political 
purposes in Tibet, aiming “to oppose Tibet independence forces, weakening the foundations 
they have.”

2.	China does not install its own candidate; instead it “allow[s] the venerated title of Dalai Lama 
to fade away” and shifts the focus to CCP-approved Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu. The aim 
would be to “use the opportunity [of no 15th Dalai Lama] to raise the influence of the Panchen 
and gain the support of Tibetans both within and beyond the borders.” Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, 
who was chosen by the Dalai Lama as the 11th Panchen Lama was forcibly disappeared by the 
Chinese government in 1995 and a CCP-approved Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu, was installed 
in his place (see section six, The Panchen Lama Precedent).

China’s concern about the Dalai Lama’s succession is evident in the actions of key officials. One of the 
first actions taken by the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) Party Secretary, Wang Junzheng,67 was to 
meet with Beijing-recognised reincarnated Buddhist masters (known as Tulkus) in Lhasa. During this 
meeting, he stressed China’s authority over the reincarnation process, underscoring the government’s 
desire to exert control over the future of Tibetan religious leadership.8

3. The 14th Dalai Lama’s Position

The 14th Dalai Lama has affirmed that:

•	 He is the sole legitimate authority over any future reincarnation. 
•	 If he is to reincarnate, it will be in a free country outside the People’s Republic of China.9 
•	 It is up to the Tibetan people and Buddhists across the Himalayas and in Mongolia to decide 

whether the Dalai Lama institution should continue.
•	 An adult may be chosen as his successor. 
•	 A female could be recognised as a break from a centuries-old tradition.

It was previously announced that a decision regarding the Dalai Lama’s institution may be made in 
close consultation with Tibetan religious heads and others when His Holiness turns 90 years old. How 
and when this decision will be shared publicly remains to be determined. He stated that “responsibility 
for doing so will primarily rest on the concerned officers of the Dalai Lama’s Gaden Phodrang Trust.”10 
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The priority is to ensure that any outcome reflects the best interests of the Tibetan people and the 
integrity of the institution of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, while preventing it from being exploited for 
China’s political agenda. 

The 14th Dalai Lama has consistently affirmed that the authority over his reincarnation lies with him 
and the Tibetan people. As early as the 1960s, he stated that the continuation of the Dalai Lama 
institution depends on the will of the Tibetan people: if they believe it has served its purpose, it will end 
with him; if not, a 15th Dalai Lama will be recognised. 

In September 2011, the 14th Dalai Lama made a formal written declaration concerning his 
succession.11 In the statement, the Dalai Lama declared, “The person who reincarnates has sole 
legitimate authority over where and how he or she takes rebirth and how that reincarnation is to be 
recognized.” He stresses that “no recognition or acceptance should be given to a candidate chosen 
for political ends by anyone, including those in the People’s Republic of China.” 

The Dalai Lama strongly rejected any attempts by the CCP to interfere in this process, calling it 
“outrageous and disgraceful.”12 He stated that “[t]he enforcement of various inappropriate 
methods for recognising reincarnations to eradicate our unique Tibetan cultural 
traditions is doing damage that will be difficult to repair.” 13

The Dalai Lama has stated that “they [China] say they are waiting for my death and will recognise 
a 15th Dalai Lama of their choice. It is clear from their recent rules and regulations and subsequent 
declarations that they have a detailed strategy to deceive Tibetans, followers of the Tibetan Buddhist 
tradition and the world community… Therefore, while I remain physically and mentally fit, it seems 
important to me that we draw up clear guidelines to recognise the next Dalai Lama, so that there is no 
room for doubt or deception.”14 

It needs to be added that given China’s unprecedented and increased encroachment into the Tibetan 
people’s religious rights (and reincarnation process in particular), it remains to be determined how and 
if this information will be released publicly to protect the best interests of the Tibetan people and the 
institution of His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

The Dalai Lama has further indicated that his future reincarnation could be an adult or even a woman, 
marking a potential break from centuries-old traditions. He remarked “If a woman reveals herself as 
more useful the lama could very well be reincarnated in this form.”15 He has also suggested that the 
next Dalai Lama could be a high lama or scholar, or even someone around 20 years old, departing 
from the traditional practice of finding a young child as his successor.16 

The Dalai Lama has also repeatedly asserted that his reincarnation will be found 
outside the People’s Republic of China (PRC), as his life is outside Tibet, and “the 
purpose of reincarnation is to fulfill the previous [incarnation’s] life task.”17 

In March 2025, in his book ‘Voice for the Voiceless’, His Holiness the Dalai Lama explicitly called on 
the international community to reject any politically driven successor imposed by Beijing, making clear 
that a CCP-appointed Dalai Lama should not be recognised. He also warned that “no acceptance 
should be given by the Tibetan people and Tibetan Buddhists across the world to a candidate chosen 
for political ends by anyone, including those in the People’s Republic of China.”18 

On whether the institution of the Dalai Lama would continue, His Holiness reaffirmed that the decision 
must rest solely with the Tibetan people and that if the lineage continues, the 15th Dalai Lama will be 
recognised through traditional Tibetan Buddhist methods, not political interference, and “will be born 
in the free world”. 

His Holiness has been unequivocal: unless the next Dalai Lama is identified through these authentic 
Tibetan Buddhist methods, Tibetans and Buddhists worldwide should reject any candidate selected 
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for political purposes – including by the CCP, whose atheist ideology fundamentally contradicts 
the very concept of reincarnation. 

Successive Dalai Lamas have played a central role in the Tibetan polity combining religious 
and political authority.19 On 14 March 2011, the Dalai Lama issued a historic letter to the exile 
Tibetan parliament to devolve his political authority to a democratically-elected leadership. 
He stated that “the essence of a democratic system is, in short, the assumption of political 
responsibility by elected leaders for the popular good.” Since then a Sikyong (Tibetan President), 
elected by Tibetans across the diaspora, has taken over all political responsibilities of the 
exiled administration.

4. Dharamsala’s Framework for Succession

In 2019, at the 14th Tibetan Religious Conference it was declared that “the karmic bond between 
the Dalai Lamas and the Tibetan people has been inseparable” and that “all Tibetans genuinely 
wish for the continuation of the Institution and Reincarnation of the Dalai Lama in the future.” This 
profound faith in the Dalai Lama and his central role in Tibetan identity is reflected in the continued 
calls by Tibetans for his return to Tibet. Many of the Tibetan self-immolation protests have 
explicitly called for his return.20

The Tibetan Government in Exile has consistently addressed the future of the Dalai Lama 
institution through a series of meetings held over the years, including in 2008,21 201222 and 2019.23 
At the 2008 meeting, the Tibetan Government stated “In order to destroy Tibetan Buddhism, 
the PRC instituted new regulations on measures for the recognition of incarnate lamas or ‘Living 
Buddhas’. We totally oppose any interference by a government which is avowedly atheist to 
interfere in spiritual affairs for political advantage. We strongly oppose the ‘Patriotic Education’ 
campaign that is being increasingly forced down in various monasteries in Tibet.”24

In October 2019,25 a further meeting brought together representatives of the Tibetan administration 
in exile and members of the Tibetan diaspora to discuss the future of the Dalai Lama’s institution. 
The conference emphasised the deep and inseparable connection between the Dalai Lama’s 
lineage and the Tibetan people, while firmly rejecting China’s interference in any future 
reincarnation of the Dalai Lama.26 

The 14th Tibetan Religious Conference, held in Dharamsala in November 2019, was a significant 
event that gathered important Tibetan Buddhist figures to discuss the future of the Dalai Lama’s 
institution. Attendees included leaders of major Tibetan Buddhist schools, heads and members 
of Tibetan monastic institutes, representatives from Tibetan nunneries, and delegates from the 
Himalayan region. The conference culminated in the unanimous adoption of the Dharamsala 
Declaration, which stated unequivocally that “The authority of decision concerning the way and 
the manner in which the next reincarnation of the 14th Dalai Lama should appear solely rests with 
His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama himself. No government or otherwise will have such authority. If 
the Government of the People’s Republic of China for political ends chooses a candidate for the 
Dalai Lama, the Tibetan people will not recognise and respect that candidate.”

“If I die as a refugee and the Tibetan situation remains like this, then logically, 
my reincarnation will appear in a free country.”
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The Tibetan commitment to this position was further reinforced at the 13th Conference of the Asian 
Buddhist Conference for Peace, held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in January 2021. The conference adopted 
the Colombo Resolution-2021, which reaffirmed the continuity of the Dalai Lama’s institution and 
reincarnation. Key points of the resolution included:

(I) To continue the Institution and Reincarnation of the Dalai Lama in the future;

(II) The incumbent 14th Dalai Lama to be the sole authority of how the next reincarnation of the 
Dalai Lama should return, and the Tibetan people never to recognise any Dalai Lama reincarnation 
candidate chosen and installed by the Chinese government; and

(III) To employ the eight centuries old unique Tibetan traditional method in searching and recognising 
the next Dalai Lama.

This framework demonstrates the unity and determination of the Tibetan people and their leaders in 
ensuring that the future of the Dalai Lama institution remains firmly in their hands, free from external 
political interference.

5. China’s Control over Tibetan Religious Leadership 

The Panchen Lama Precedent 

“Religion is poison” Mao Zedong to the young 14th Dalai Lama in 1954

The CCP’s interference in the reincarnation system, as evidenced by the Panchen Lama case, 
demonstrates its determination to hand-pick religious leaders who align with state policies. 

The Panchen Lama, one of Tibet’s most revered figures, traditionally shares a unique relationship with 
the Dalai Lama, with each playing a role in recognising the other’s reincarnations. On 14 May 1995, 
the Dalai Lama recognised 6-year-old Gedhun Choekyi Nyima as the 11th Panchen Lama. Days later, 
the Chinese authorities forcibly disappeared Gedhun and his family, installing their own candidate, 
Gyaltsen Norbu.27 Despite claims he is “living a normal life,” Gedhun’s whereabouts remain unknown, 
and China has denied independent access to verify his well-being.

This marked China’s first major move to appropriate Tibet’s reincarnation system, particularly targeting 
the Panchen Lama lineage. Many Tibetans involved in the search for Gedhun Choekyi Nyima were 
arrested, including Chadrel Rinpoche, who was sentenced to prison for “separatism” and later 
disappeared. The Chinese-backed Gyaltsen Norbu lacks legitimacy among Tibetans, yet Beijing 
promotes him as the “highest-ranking figure in Tibetan Buddhism” and “leader of Tibetan Buddhism”28 
to undermine the Dalai Lama’s authority and position him for future influence.

Previously, China had refrained from interfering in Tibetan Buddhist practices, even recognizing the 
17th Karmapa’s enthronement. Initially, the search for the 11th Panchen Lama followed traditional 
methods, led by Chadrel Rinpoche with apparent cooperation from Chinese officials. However, after 
Gedhun’s recognition by the Dalai Lama in 1995, Chadrel was arrested, and Beijing broke from 
tradition to enforce its control. In April 1997, he was sentenced to six years in prison on charges of 
“separatism” and “leaking state secrets”. Since his arrest, his whereabouts and status have remained 
unknown.29 His assistant, Jampa Chungla, was sentenced to five years in 1996 and died in custody in 
November 2010.30
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For nearly three decades, China has used Gyaltsen Norbu to legitimize its influence over Tibetan 
Buddhism and lay the groundwork for selecting its own Dalai Lama candidate. Despite this, Norbu 
remains widely unrecognised by Tibetans, highlighting the failure of China’s attempts to rewrite Tibet’s 
religious traditions.

On 2 June 2020, UN mandate holders sent a communication to China concerning the “the continued 
enforced disappearance of Gedhun Cheokyi Nyima, and the regulation of reincarnation of Tibetan 
living Buddhas against the religious traditions and practices of the Tibetan Buddhist minority.”31 The 
case of Gedhun Cheokyi Nyima had previously been raised with the Chinese Government by Special 
Procedures mandate holders in 2005.32

The Chinese government replied that “the 14th Dalai Lama has destroyed religious rituals, disregarded 
historical customs and has, without the authority to do so, named Gedhun Choekyi Nyima as the 
“reincarnated child Panchen Lama”, in an act that was illegal and without effect.” In doing so, they 
failed to address any of the concerns raised. In 2003, the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Freedom 
of Religion and Belief requested to visit China. Further reminders have since been sent but China 
continues to ignore these visit requests.33

Meanwhile the Chinese authorities have progressively raised Gyaltsen Norbu’s profile in secular and 
religious spheres and elevated him to a position to engage with top CCP officials:

•	 In 2010, he became Vice President of the Chinese Buddhist Association, endorsing senior 
Party decisions.34 

•	 In 2019, he was elected president of the TAR branch of the Buddhist Association of China, 
dedicated to the control of Tibetan Buddhism.35

•	 He has conducted high-profile “inspection tours” of sensitive areas in the TAR near the 
Indian border (2019, 2022).36 

•	 Gyaltsen Norbu has met Xi Jinping multiple times, including at Zhongnanhai in 201537 and during 
Xi’s visit to Tibet in 2011.

Gyaltsen Norbu has also attended key events to boost Beijing’s Buddhist narrative, such as the World 
Buddhist Forum in the eastern city of Hangzhou, Zhejiang province38 and in Hong Kong39 (in 2006 in 
2012 respectively), visits to sacred sites like Lhamo Lhatso (2018),40 and relic exhibitions in Jiangsu 
Province (2012).41 These efforts aim to integrate Tibetan Buddhism into the CCP’s agenda.

Aligning Tibetan Buddhist Leadership with the CCP 

In 2016, the Chinese Government launched an online database of the state-approved Tibetan Buddhist 
reincarnations, featuring over 1300 biographies of living Buddhas residing in the country provided by 
the Buddhist Association of China.42 In 2022, a Chinese White Paper claimed 92 reincarnated living 
Buddhas in the TAR had been “identified and approved” using traditional rituals, although the process 
was officially state-sanctioned rather than conducted through traditional means.43 44 

These databases grant the Chinese government significant control over influential Tibetan Buddhist 
leaders, ensuring their activities align with state policies and ideology, centralising religious authority 
under state oversight.

The database classifies reincarnations into three categories:45 

1.	Ordinary Tulkus: Approved by provincial or regional religious affairs departments. 
2.	Influential Tulkus: Those “with greater influence” must report to the State Administration of 

Religious Affairs.
3.	Living Buddhas with “significant influence”: This vaguely defined category includes individuals 

required to report directly to the State Council.
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Approved reincarnations are appointed to positions in the CCP in Tibetan areas, including:

•	 In Qinghai in 2021, 35 members of the Qinghai Chinese People’s Consultative Committee 
(CPPCC) came from the religious community, including 10 “Living Buddhas”.46 

•	 In Sichuan, CPPCC members in 2021 included seven reincarnated masters and one Abbot from 
Yarchen Gar, the religious institute in Kham, where thousands of nuns and monks were expelled 
and their homes demolished.47 

•	 In 2021, CPPCC members from Gansu province included five “Living Buddhas”.48 

China also runs training programmes to ensure Tibetan Buddhist leaders align with CCP policies. 
China has replaced the traditional Tibetan Buddhist Geshe degree, the highest form of Buddhist 
scholarship, with a CCP-approved qualification. These programmes aim to foster loyalty to the CCP 
while teaching Party cadres how to manage religious practices, including reincarnation.49 In May 
2020, more than 100 “Living Buddhas” and Party cadres took part in a nine-day training on religious 
policy and “reincarnation management.”50 In December 2016, the Central Party Committee mandated 
Communist Party control over all higher-level Tibetan Buddhist institutes.51 By 2018, 200 Party cadres 
and officials took over the management, finances, security, and admissions at Larung Gar, a major 
Buddhist institute, following mass demolitions and expulsions of thousands of monks and nuns.52 
Traditionally, monastic affairs, including training, meditation, and the recognition of reincarnations, 
were managed by lamas, khenpos, and geshes. China is dismantling these centuries-old practices.

Authorities have expanded efforts to prevent young Tibetans from joining monasteries, forcing children 
into government-run secular schools in regions like Qinghai and Sichuan.53 Tibetan monks trained in 
India have also been banned from teaching in monasteries in the TAR.54 This is part of a broader effort 
to weaken Tibetan religious authority both inside and outside Tibet.

Network of Laws to Control the Reincarnation Process

“Reincarnation, written in government regulations and embedded in Tibetan Buddhism, 
will be carried out properly and not affected by any individual or the ‘Dalai Lama’s 
separatist clique.’”55 

The Chinese Constitution, ratified in 1982 and amended in 2004, states that citizens have the right 
to freedom of religious belief.56 Article 36 of the Constitution provides, “Citizens of the People’s 
Republic of China enjoy freedom of religious belief. No State organ, public organization or individual 
may compel citizens to believe in, or not to believe in, any religion; nor may they discriminate against 
citizens who believe in, or do not believe in, any religion. The State protects normal religious activities.”

It prohibits coercion or discrimination based on religion and protects “normal religious activities” yet 
also allows authorities to restrict religious freedom if it disrupts public order, impairs the health of 
citizens, or interferes with the educational system of the State. Additionally, the regulation prohibits 
“foreign forces” from influencing religious groups, which infers the influence of the Dalai Lama living 
in exile in India. Similarly, the “Law on Regional National Autonomy” guarantees religious freedom 
(Article 11) but imposes the same restrictions as the Constitution effectively voiding the protections 
provided therein.57 

To solidify its control over Tibetan religious leadership, China has enacted a series of legal frameworks 
that specifically regulate religious practices, particularly the selection of religious leaders. Among 
these, the 2007 ‘Measures on the Management of the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas in Tibetan 
Buddhism’ (Bureau Order No. 5) and the 2017 ‘Regulation on Religious Affairs’ provide the legal 
basis for government interference, enabling China to enforce its policies on reincarnation and further 
suppress any religious leadership that does not align with CCP ideology.
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Bureau Order No. 5 (2007)

Issued in 2007, Bureau Order No. 5 specifically targets the reincarnation process of Tibetan Buddhist 
lamas.58 This marked the first step of the Party’s “management” and “regulation” of reincarnation 
through legal means. China even backdated the measures to apply to tulkus who were recognised 
years before 2007 by authentic Tibetan religious means. 

Key provisions of Bureau Order No. 5 include:

•	 Mandatory approval: All reincarnations of living Buddhas must receive government approval, 
effectively granting state control over religious succession and invalidating those without 
CCP approval. 

•	 Restrictions on foreign influence: Reincarnations influenced by foreign entities are prohibited. 
Those leaving the PRC lose their status, undermining the Dalai Lama’s role in selecting his 
reincarnation (Article 2).

•	 Ban on “unauthorised” groups and individuals: The law states any “no group or individual may 
without authorization carry out any activities related to searching for or recognizing reincarnating 
living Buddha soul children.” (Article 7)

•	 Application procedures: Monasteries are required to submit applications for reincarnations to 
local religious affairs departments. Reincarnation with a significant impact requires higher-level 
approvals, up to the State Council for those with “great impact” (Article 5).

•	 State unification requirement: Reincarnations must uphold the “unification of the state”59 (Article 2).

Regulation on Religious Affairs (2017)

The regulation of reincarnation is enhanced subsequently in article 36 of the 2017 Religious Affairs 
Regulations, which provides that: “the succession of living Buddhas in Tibetan Buddhism is to be 
conducted under the guidance of Buddhist groups and in accordance with the religious rites and 
historical conventions, and is to be reported for approval to the religious affairs department of people’s 
governments at the provincial level or above or to a people’s government at the provincial level 
or above.”60

UN experts have stated that “such regulations allow the State to interfere in the choice of their 
[Tibetan] religious leaders” noting that “there is fear that the Chinese authority will identify 
and appoint the successor of the current (fourteenth) Dalai Lama against the Tibetan 
traditions and the wish of Tibetan Buddhist communities.” 61 UN experts went on to 
express particular concern that the 2017 Regulation “may interfere and possibly undermines, in a 
discriminatory way, the religious traditions and practices of the Tibetan Buddhist minority.”62

This Regulation uses overly broad and vague provisions as a justification for limiting freedom of 
religion. It prohibits the use of religion to undermine ethnic unity, divide the nation, or conduct 
separatism (Article 63)63 and requires religious individuals and institutions “must not advocate, support, 
or fund, religious extremism; and must not use religion to undermine ethnic unity, divide the nation or 
carry out terrorist activities” (Article 4).64 In July 2014, the Chinese state condemned the Dalai Lama’s 
teachings in Ladakh, labeling them as “incitement to hatred” and “extremist action”. These limitations 
are not permitted under international law and therefore violate China’s international legal obligations 
(See section: China’s Obligations under International Law and Standards).
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6. International Human Rights Framework 

China’s policy of interfering in the identification and appointment of Tibetan Buddhist leaders, including 
the Dalai Lama’s successor, raises serious concerns under international law.

The right to freedom of religion or belief is a fundamental human right under international law. 
This freedom encompasses the right of religious communities to appoint and select their own 
religious leaders. 

The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) Article 18 states: “Everyone has the 
right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change 
his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others, and in public or private, to 
manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship or observance”. 

The right to freedom of religion is also guaranteed under Article 18 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR):65 

“Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall 
include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually 
or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, 
observance, practice and teaching.”

While Article 18(3) of the ICCPR acknowledges that limitations can be placed on the manifestation of 
religion or belief, they cannot be placed on belief itself, the right of which is absolute, even in “time[s] 
of public emergency which threatens the life of the nation” (ICCPR, Article 4(2) and UDHR, Articles 
29 and 30). 

The UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), the body of independent experts established to 
monitor states’ implementation of their obligations under the ICCPR, has made clear that the 
right to freedom of belief “includes acts integral to the conduct by religious groups 
of their basic affairs, such as the freedom to choose their religious leaders, priests 
and teachers.”66

As signatory to the ICCPR, China is also obligated, at a minimum and even without ratification, to 
refrain from acts which would defeat the object and purpose of a treaty67 and to uphold the right to 
freedom of religion or belief under Article 18. 

Similarly, the 1981 UN General Assembly Declaration on the Elimination of Intolerance 
has affirmed that freedom of belief includes “the freedom to train, appoint, elect or 
designate by succession appropriate leaders”,68 strengthening this as a globally accepted 
principle. The 1981 Declaration has particular authority as a measure passed by consensus in the UN 
General Assembly.

UN experts have explicitly stated that: “[T]he freedom of religion or belief of the 
Tibetan Buddhist minority includes the right to determine their clergy and religious 
leaders in accordance with their own religious traditions and practices as guaranteed 
by article 18 of the UDHR.”69

The UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 
Minorities also provides for the effective participation of minorities in cultural, religious, social, 
economic and public life, as well as in decision-making processes on matters affecting them (Article 2). 
The Declaration also refers to the obligation of States to protect the existence and the identity of 
minorities within their territories and to adopt measures to that end (Article 1), as well as to adopt the 
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required measures to ensure that persons belonging to minorities can exercise their human rights 
without discrimination (Article 4). 

The right to manifest one’s religion or belief (which includes the freedom to choose religious leaders, 
priests and teachers)70 can sometimes be curtailed but only for the limited reasons given in the human 
rights treaties. Limitations must be prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, 
health or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.71 Protecting morals must be based 
on principles not deriving exclusively from a single tradition.

The HRC has elaborated on what is meant by these limitations in its General Comment.72 Limitations 
must be in accordance with international standards and “must not be applied in a manner that would 
vitiate the rights guaranteed [in Article 18 of the ICCPR]” and “may not be imposed for discriminatory 
purposes or applied in a discriminatory manner.” Limitations are to be “strictly interpreted” 
meaning that any limitations based on national security, ethnic unity, splittism or social stability are 
impermissible.73 When imposing a restriction, the burden of proof is on the state to demonstrate that 
it meets the permissible limitations under international law. Any limitations must be assessed on an 
individual basis and be subject to procedural safeguards, including the ability to challenge individually 
the decision and access to legal counsel.

The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief has expressed concern that 
countries have adopted unlawful regulations that restrict freedom of religion or belief 
based on broad and vague concepts such as “national identity,” “national unity,” or 
“culture,” are not permitted under the ICCPR (Article 18(3)), which guarantees freedom 
of religion. 

When imposing a restriction, the state has an obligation to demonstrate that it meets the test for 
permissible limitations under international law. As the former Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion 
or belief has stated: “The burden of justifying a limitation upon the freedom to manifest one’s religion 
or belief lies with the state.”74 

7. Generating an International Response

It is crucial for world governments to develop much stronger preparedness and multilateral 
coordination to anticipate what is to come. 

Developing legislation to affirm that the Dalai Lama’s succession is strictly a matter for Tibetans, 
the Tibetan Buddhist community, and particularly that of the Dalai Lama and his office of the Gaden 
Phodrang Trust. Clear opposition to China’s interference in the succession process is urgently 
required.75 

The Dalai Lama’s authority over his own succession and the future of Tibetan Buddhism is increasingly 
recognised and publicly affirmed by governments. 

BELGIUM: In January 2020 the Foreign Affairs Ministries of Belgium also affirmed that it is up to the 
Tibetan religious community to select the future Dalai Lama, rejecting China’s efforts. The then Belgian 
Foreign Affairs and Defense Minister Philippe Goffin said: “It is logically up to the Tibetan religious 
community to designate his successor without interference from the temporal authorities.”76 

EUROPEAN UNION: While no European member state has developed specific legislation yet, the EU 
has reaffirmed its position that China should respect the 14th Dalai Lama’s succession in accordance 
with Tibetan Buddhist tradition.77 
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In a written response to a question from several Members of the European Parliament, Josep Borrell, 
the EU Foreign Affairs Chief and Vice President of the European Commission, stated: “The European 
Union has consistently indicated that it expects China to respect the Dalai Lama’s succession, in 
accordance with Tibetan Buddhist standards. This position was also recalled at the previous meeting 
on 1 April 2019. The European Union will continue to express its position on this issue.”78 

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT: In May 2025 the European Parliament reinforced this stance in a resolution 
that strongly opposed China’s attempts to interfere in the succession of His Holiness the 14th 
Dalai Lama and emphasised that the decision must be left to the Tibetan Buddhist community.79 In 
the same debate, EU Commissioner McGrath, speaking on behalf of High Representative Kaja Kallas, 
reiterated: “We continue to urge the Chinese Government not to interfere in the succession process, 
including the succession process of the Dalai Lama.”80 

EU guidelines on the promotion and protection of freedom of religion or belief state that communities 
have the right to perform “acts integral to the conduct by religious groups of their basic affairs. These 
rights include but are not limited to, legal personality and non-interference in internal affairs, including 
the right (…) to select and train leaders (…).”81

GERMANY: In March 2020, Germany’s Minister of State at the Federal Foreign Office, Niels Annen, 
released a statement saying, “The Federal Government is of the opinion that religious communities 
may regulate their affairs autonomously.” Annen added: “This includes the right to determine their 
religious leaders themselves.”82

INDIA: India does not have a public position on the question of future Dalai Lama reincarnations. 
However there is evidence that the Indian government does not “unconditionally accept the PRC’s-
anointed Living Buddhas”.83 India’s large exiled Tibetan population, including the 14th Dalai Lama, 
have been able to live, practice, and nurture their culture and civilization unhindered in India for more 
than sixty years. 

Multiple Indian political analysts point to the need for an urgent review of India’s policy and 
advocate for India to be more outspoken on the importance of maintaining the integrity of the 
Dalai Lama’s succession.84

NETHERLANDS: Similarly, in an official letter from late 2019, the Dutch Foreign Affairs Minister Stef 
Blok said, “The position of this cabinet is that it is up to the Tibetan religious community itself to 
appoint a future successor to the Dalai Lama.”

On 15 April 2025, the Dutch House of Representatives’ passed a resolution encompassing three 
motions on Tibet. This included one on the selection of a future Dalai Lama, which explicitly stated 
that ”the Chinese Communist Party should not have a voice in the Dalai Lama’s succession” and 
“Request[ed] the cabinet to express this signal in bilateral and multilateral forums.”

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA: The issue has been elevated in the US with a series of policies 
and acts, the most recent being the Resolve Tibet Act that was signed into law in 2024. This Act 
specifically addresses the reincarnation of Tibetan Buddhist leaders, including the Dalai Lama and 
affirms the right of Tibetans to choose and venerate their own religious leaders according to their 
traditions, without interference from the Chinese government. 

In 2020 the Tibet Policy and Support Act states that the role of deciding the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation 
belongs to the Tibetan Buddhist system, the Dalai Lama and other Tibetan leaders, and not to 
any government.

The Tibet Policy and Support Act makes it official US policy to hold that the Dalai Lama’s succession 
is a strictly religious matter that can only be decided upon by the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan Buddhist 
community.85 Under the Act, if Chinese leaders attempt to identify a future Dalai Lama, they will face 
sanctions that could include having their assets frozen and their entry to the US denied. The State 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/137585.pdf
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Department is also tasked to work with like-minded countries worldwide to push back against China’s 
plans to install its own imposter Dalai Lama. The legislation strengthens the landmark Tibetan Policy 
Act of 2002.86

Two bills passed in the US Congress and Senate in February 2022 and July 2021 respectively reaffirm 
US policy regarding the Dalai Lama’s succession or reincarnation as well as the religious freedom 
of Tibetan Buddhists. Under Sec 3307 of the U.S. Innovation and Competition Act, the bill reaffirms 
that any “interference by the Government of the People’s Republic of China or any other government 
in the process of recognising a successor or reincarnation of the 14th Dalai Lama and any future 
Dalai Lamas would represent a clear abuse of the right to religious freedom of Tibetan Buddhists and 
the Tibetan people.”

In 2018, the US recommended that China “Cease interference in the selection and education of 
religious leaders – including the reincarnation of Tibetan buddhist lamas“ during the third UN Universal 
Periodic Review (UPR) of China. In 2023 the US issued an advance question, as part of China’s fourth 
UPR, requesting China to “state publicly and unequivocally that it will not interfere with Tibetans’ ability 
to choose their religious and spiritual leaders, including the next Dalai Lama.”87

SWITZERLAND: The Swiss Government issued an advance question during the UN’s fourth UPR 
requesting information about the Chinese Government’s adherence “to internationally recognized 
standards to protect freedom of religion or belief by refraining from interfering with the Tibetan people’s 
right to choose its own clergy, including on the next Dalai Lama.”88

https://savetibet.org/why-tibet/religious-freedom/
https://savetibet.org/why-tibet/religious-freedom/
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About

The International Tibet Network is a global coalition of Tibet-related non-governmental organisations. 
Its purpose is to maximise the effectiveness of the worldwide Tibet movement. The Network works to 
increase the capacity of individual member organisations, develops coordinated strategic campaigns, 
and encourages increased cooperation among organisations, thereby strengthening the Tibet 
movement as a whole.

Network members are committed to non-violence as a fundamental principle of the Tibetan struggle. 
They regard Tibet as an occupied country and recognise the Tibetan Government in Exile as the sole 
legitimate government of the Tibetan people. Beyond these principles, the International Tibet Network 
respects the variety of views and opinions of its member organisations, for example concerning Tibet’s 
future political status, and believes that diversity strengthens our movement.

TibetNetwork.org

Tibet Justice Center is a nonprofit committee of legal experts advocating for Tibetan human rights. 
Founded in 1989, TJC works with global partners to engage the UN, governments, and other 
institutions to advance Tibetan rights.

TibetJustice.org
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Geographical Note: ‘Tibet’ refers to the three traditional Tibetan provinces of Amdo, Kham and 
U-Tsang. In the 1960s, China split Tibet into new administrative divisions: the Tibetan Autonomous 
Region (TAR), and Tibetan Autonomous Prefectures within Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan 
Provinces. When the Chinese government references Tibet, it is referring to the TAR. 
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