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By Train to Lhasa 

 FOR those whose idea of happiness is a long-distance train ride, there is a treat coming up. On February 8th, the Chinese government approved a plan to construct a railway line from Golmud, in western China, to Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. When it is completed, in about seven years' time, it will be possible to take a train all the way from Beijing to Lhasa, a distance of 3,900km (2,425 miles). The Golmud-Lhasa stretch will itself be 1,125km long and, to add to the thrill, it will be the highest railway in the world. The views across the Himalayas should be stupendous. 

Not everyone is thrilled by the prospect of the new railway. Tibet was occupied by the Chinese in 1950, shortly after China's Communist revolution, and made an "autonomous region". Ever since, China has been trying to absorb the region into the mainstream Chinese economy. The railway, say Tibetan opposition leaders in exile, will make it easier to resettle more Chinese workers in Tibet and exploit its resources of oil and gas. During his worldwide wanderings, the Dalai Lama, Tibet's spiritual leader, has told international companies that it would be best not to get involved in industrial developments in his country. 

The Chinese prime minister, Zhu Rongji, has appeared to confirm Tibetan suspicions. The railway, he says, will help to speed up "economic and cultural exchanges". Because of the difficulty of building in the Himalayas, Tibet is China's only region without a railway network. Now its engineers are apparently confident of laying the line safely, even on a tricky 600km stretch of permafrost. In Tibetan temples they may be praying for global warming. 



