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China releases ailing Tibetan scholar in goodwill gesture before Bush trip 

By Joe McDonald 
The Associated Press 
BEIJING — In a gesture aimed at improving relations with Washington, China yesterday freed Ngawang Choephel, 34, a Tibetan music scholar who had taught in the United States and was serving an 18-year prison term on spying charges. 

Choephel, 34, was released on medical parole one month before President Bush is to visit Beijing. Choephel is a former Fulbright scholar who taught at Middlebury College in Vermont. 

He disappeared in 1995 after returning to Tibet to videotape music and dance. China announced more than a year later he had been sentenced to 18 years in prison on spying charges. 

While behind bars, he was diagnosed with bronchitis and hepatitis, said John Kamm, head of the San Francisco-based Tibet-oriented Dui Hua Foundation. 

Kamm said Choephel plans to receive medical treatment in the United States and then return to India, where his mother and other relatives live in exile. 

John Ackerly, president of the International Campaign for Tibet, said Choephel was "a treasure trove of information because he was with so many other political prisoners." 

Among the crowd greeting Choephel at Reagan National Airport were Sen. James Jeffords, I-Vt., and Lodi Gyari, special envoy to the Dali Lama. As Choephel was presented with a khata, a traditional Tibetan scarf of greeting and good luck, he said, "I'm so happy to be home." 

Jeffords, who had worked for Choephel's freedom, attributed the release, in part, to Bush's upcoming trip to China. 

"Obviously they wanted to make an important gesture," Jeffords said. "But whatever, he's out." 

Choephel appeared on a "list of concern" submitted by Washington before Secretary of State Colin Powell visited Beijing in July. U.S. and Chinese officials discussed his case in October when Beijing and Washington resumed a suspended human-rights dialogue. 
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