A DAMOCLES SWORD OVER THE DEEP
VALLEYS OF THE ROOF OF THE WORLD

Building in a seismic zone, silencing the aftermath:
China’s choices in a climate emergency
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Summary

Nearly four weeks after a devastating flood of water, ice, rock and sediment swept
down the valley at Kyirong on the border of Tibet and Nepal, a catastrophic loss

of life has been compounded by a climate of fear as Chinese authorities threaten
reprisals for anyone expressing views that may differ from those of the Party state.
One netizen was penalised after they gave a higher figure for those missing than
the official line and said that the disaster was “heartbreaking”.

The image that will outlast the Kyirong catastrophe is of the port’s immigration
building being swept away in seconds as people fled on the morning of 26 August.
Border ports are routinely described as places of transit and bridges between
nations. For Tibetans this one was neither: a crossing effectively closed to them in
both directions, sealing a frontier that for centuries was no barrier at all.

In the sequencing of official statements following the disaster, China’s propaganda
narrative effectively placed responsibility across the border and on an abstract
‘climate’, leaving no room for the questions that fall within the state’s own
responsibility: why the port was built where it was, what hazard assessments
preceded it, and what warning was possible.

What was erased at Kyirong was one of the main land crossings Tibetans had left
to Nepal after Dram - once the main exit point for Tibetan refugees escaping into
exile - was rebuilt as a military garrison town with most residents relocated after
the 2015 earthquake.! For centuries Kyirong was a trade corridor as much as a
pilgrimage route. Caravans carried salt, wool and yak products down to the Nepali
valleys as winter came, and brought grain and other goods back up. The decades-
long sealing of this border cut that exchange.

Heightening the risks of catastrophe - and despite warning signs including

a similar flood a year ago in July 2025 that swept away the bridge - extensive
trade, pilgrimage, and tourism traffic have since been funnelled into one heavily
securitised Himalayan valley.

On 16 September an international team from World Weather Attribution
concluded that decades of warming set the stage for the ice-rock collapse that
caused the floods. The glacier had thinned and shrunk over recent decades,
particularly since 2010; the freezing line has risen by around 100 metres a decade;
and July and August, the hottest on record locally this year, are now around 1.5°C
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warmer than they would be without climate change. Beijing has invoked the
climate as a cause beyond its control. But China is the world’s largest emitter of
greenhouse gases, and so the largest contributor to the heating now destabilising
Himalayan ice.

What remains in question is what the Chinese state did with a risk that was
foreseeable and partly of its own making. It is building dams, roads and tunnels
at speed across the most seismically active mountains on earth, over India’s
objections and against the warnings of its own geologists. It does this in a region
where fewer than two dozen of tens of thousands of glaciers are monitored on the
groun,? and which is closed to independent research.

After a carefully choreographed and selective foreign press trip was allowed in

on 6 September, the story on Chinese state media shifted to reports that 444 of
499 evacuated villagers have gone home, while saying nothing about how many
villages the flood struck, or how many people were killed in them. In one of the
most heavily securitised regions on earth, the state’s own narrative is the only one
that is safe to repeat.

Beijing’s control of information does not stop at Tibet’s borders: three months
before the disaster, Nepal met Chinese officials in Kathmandu seeking closer
cooperation on glacier hazards and water data, and came away without an
agreement.? In a climate emergency, independent environmental assessment,
hazard monitoring and cross-border information-sharing are not diplomatic
courtesies but basic infrastructure for the hundreds of millions who live
downstream of the plateau.

For Tibetan families the cost of that is not only grief but a religious crisis.
Buddhist practice requires the body of the dead to be protected and prayers and
rites performed over it in the days after death to secure an auspicious rebirth -

an obligation Tibetans have taken extraordinary risks to meet. Since a wave of
self-immolations in Tibet from 2009 onwards, many Tibetans have endangered
themselves by seeking to retrieve the remains of those who set themselves on fire
from Chinese police. Across the border in Nepal, while some families objected that
temporary burial of those who died in the August floods disregarded Hindu rites,
others performed funerals using kusha-grass effigies in place of bodies. In Tibet
none of this is possible.
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This Tibet Watch briefing finds that:

¢ Beijing invoked the climate while omitting its own part in it. Independent
science places the trigger in Nepal, and independent scientists have now
confirmed that warming primed the slope for collapse. On the day itself, before
any scientific assessment was published, state media put “the Nepali side” at
the centre of the story. China is the world’s largest greenhouse gas emitter.
Wherever the ice-rock collapse began, the decisions that turned it into a
catastrophe at Kyirong were the Chinese state’s own: concentrating nearly a
third of China-Nepal trade in this valley, rebuilding there after 2025, failing to
monitor, and keeping silent afterwards. A Chinese geologist now warns that a
second unstable glacier about eight km from the port could send a flow to the
border in minutes.

e China has frozen its casualty count and published no names. The combined
total of dead and missing has stood at 562 since 29 August. Every update since
has moved people one-for-one from ‘missing’ to ‘dead’, reaching 43 dead and
519 missing on 6 September, with no update since. There is no list of names,
no village-level toll, and no breakdown of the 258 missing who are not foreign
nationals. Nepal, by contrast, publishes a rising count and a searchable public
database of the dead.

¢ The authorities are policing speech about the dead. Chinese authorities
have publicly penalised at least 12 people, by detention, fines or “criticism and
education”, for posting casualty figures that differed from the official ones
or posting comments about the mudslide and rescues. Content creators have
been told that all information on casualties must follow official releases. Every
published case involves a Chinese name. Tibetans face a less visible and likely
harsher regime that leaves no public record.

e The official record was set before independent observers were allowed
in. Access to the site was restricted and filming barred without official
arrangement. State television showed a single still from surveillance footage
seen worldwide. The first selective and carefully managed foreign press trip
came on 6 September, a week after the casualty total had stopped moving, and
reporters were shown the search but not given a list of the dead.
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o The state had the capacity to account for the dead. Within 48 hours the PLA
Western Theater Command had dispatched and airlifted a command group and
put satellite and drone surveillance over the valley. Following repairs, the G216
road reached the border post by 2 September. Officials say they have forensic
teams working from DNA, fingerprints and immigration records. The state has
still not published the name of a single missing person.

e Therisk was documented in China before the disaster. After the July 2025
flood destroyed the port’s bridge, a Chinese state key laboratory reported 55
glacial lakes upstream with poorly stable moraine dams and recommended
stronger early warning. The port reopened on 1 January 2026, about six months
later. No warning system like the one China has run at Tseringma since 2021
has been reported at Kyirong. On 5 August 2026, the county rehearsed a glacial-
flood evacuation in front of the port customs building with residents of Risur,
the village where the port stands. A Tibetan resident has said that 26 people
from Risur died three weeks later.

e Signs of the slope moving were in public satellite data. A Chinese state
laboratory’s analysis of freely available satellite imagery found that the
slope which failed may have been deforming for months, with movement
accelerating after 12 August. There is no public evidence that the source area
was being monitored, and that data from the source area was freely available.
Nepali officials told Reuters that after talks in May, three months before the
disaster, China shared less glacier and water data than they had sought.

e To Beijing, Kyirong is a “strategic corridor”, essential to China’s national
security, a framing that erases more than a thousand years of Tibetan
religious and cultural history. The valley that China rebuilt as a frontier
asset is one of Tibet's oldest routes to the Himalayan south, through which in
tradition, the great Buddhist teacher Padmasambhava entered Tibet, while
spiritual master Milarepa famously spent years in meditation in Kyirong.
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The catastrophe in ‘Happy Valley’

On 26 August, a torrent of debris, mud and water swept down a narrow gorge

and erased a multi-storey complex and other infrastructure on the Tibetan side
of the border crossing with Nepal, Kyirong Port. The devastating flood appears to
have been triggered by a sudden mass of bedrock and glacier ice breaking off a
steep slope on the side of Langtang Lirung in Nepal linked to the warming of the
plateau.* A new study published on 17 September said the disaster was the result
of a “compound event” caused by rising temperatures, thinning glaciers, thawing
permafrost and pre-existing geological weaknesses.*®

“In Tibet, people are so afraid and so sad, they can’t speak about their grief,” a
Tibetan source told Tibet Watch. “They don’t know about the fate of people who
are missing, as they are not allowed to talk about it.” The same source said that
after the disaster at Kyirong (Chinese: Gyirong), online surveillance across Tibet
has become even more stringent, with authorities warning people not to post
information online about the number of deaths linked to the floods at the Tibet-
Nepal border.

Responding to news of penalties for posting views on the tragedy, a Chinese
netizen said: If you guess [the death toll] right, it’s ‘leaking state secrets.’ If you
guess wrong, it's ‘spreading rumors.’ Either way, you're screwed.”” This matters
because information controls make it much harder for families to locate loved
ones, and obstruct understanding of the disaster, risks and any future response.

Capacity was not the constraint. Beijing has cast Tibet as a national “security
barrier” and its channel to South Asia, and Kyirong is where the two meet in a
“strategic corridor” for trade and infrastructure.® Within 48 hours of 26 August,
the PLA Western Theater Command had taken direct control of the response,
airlifted a command group, put satellite and drone surveillance over the valley,
and had the G216 corridor to the border reopened by 2 September. Analysts have
described the operation as a live test of military readiness near the Line of Actual
Control.® A state able to mobilise on that scale for a strategic corridor has not
published the name of a single missing person and is penalising individuals for
talking about the missing and the dead.

To describe Kyirong @ﬁ'ﬁ:’) solely as part of the PRC’s “strategic corridor” omits
a much more complex and rich cultural and religious history. Kyirong, in a deep,

south-facing valley in southern Tibet at approximately 2,600-2,800 metres
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above sea level, has functioned as an important passageway for the movement of
people and goods and transmission of cultural and religious influences between
the Tibetan plateau and the Himalayan regions of Nepal and India from ancient
times to the present. With its Tibetan name commonly understood as “Pleasant
Village” or “Happy Valley,” reflecting the valley’s relatively mild climate and lush
landscape, the Kyirong border is also associated with the movement of important
Buddhist teachers and scholars, including Padmasambhava and the Indian
Buddhist master Atisa, into Tibet. The great Buddhist master Milarepa spent years
meditating in the valley of Kyirong.

Cameras captured the terrifying moment that flash flooding
hit the Tibet-Nepal border crossing.

Information controls, censorship, compound grief and loss

One of the most revealing features of China’s casualty reporting is not one
single statistic but the relationship between the figures. After two days of small
fluctuations, the combined total of dead and missing settled at 562 in the figures
for 18:00 on 29 August, and has not moved since then. Each subsequent release
has transferred people from ‘missing’ to ‘dead’, one for one: five on 2 September,
ten on 4 September, 12 on 6 September. No new missing have been added, and
the number rescued alive has stood at two since 27 August. The latest figures, 43
dead and 519 missing as of 18:00 on 5 September, were released on 6 September
at a press conference attended by Chinese and international journalists after an
overseas media visit to the site.’ No update had been published

at the time of writing.
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Nepal's figures are different. As of 16 September, missing had been revised to
6,150 and bodies retrieved stood at 1,403, of which 105 had been identified.** These
are bodies recovered, including remains, not confirmed deaths. This was an open,
accumulating count. China'’s count of the missing has not risen since the day after
the disaster, although Kyirong was a busy trading port and the missing include
261 foreign nationals from 23 countries, whose status would take time to establish.
Nepal has published district-level breakdowns of recovered bodies including
photographs of those who died.*?

Given conditions on the ground, uncertainties remain about Nepal’s figures too.
The contrast is between a public, revisable process and a closed one, not between
accurate and inaccurate numbers.

The Chinese state has published no village-level death toll, no list of names, and
no breakdown of how many of the missing are Tibetan.®® This is not because the
state lacks the means to identify people; officials say they have deployed forensic
specialists and laboratories to the site and are working from fingerprints, genetic
data, immigration records and location information.** But diplomats representing
countries with missing nationals were given no detail on how DNA identification
would proceed, and that China had not answered with video from its own side of
the port that could help families identify the dead.*

China’s closed-off approach to disaster relief
and investigation leaves many questions
about the true scale of this catastrophe.
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Security authorities have announced penalties against at least 20 people for
discussing or speculating about the figures for the dead and the missing that
differed from the official count, or commenting about the causes of the mudslide.¢
In a list published by Tibet’s Cyber Police on 10 September, three individuals were
punished for saying an earthquake triggered the collapse or that the mudslide was
man-made, and one for unfavourably comparing the rescue with other countries."”

On 30 August, state websites published details of ten “typical cases” of online
rumour-mongering connected to the disaster, prosecuted under the “Clean Net
2026” campaign,'® while a further release on 31 August, issued through the ‘Tibet
Online Reporting’ WeChat account and carried in the national rumour-rebuttal
bulletin, put the figure at 12, adding two cases from Lhokha (Ch: Shannan), Tibet
Autonomous Region.” All 12 were dealt with by education and administrative
punishment — detention or fines imposed by police, without charge or trial. An
official Lhasa police notice records seven days of administrative detention for one
person, a 1,000-yuan fine for another, and legal education and criticism for three
others; the two Lhokha cases were described as involving police interviews and
criticism and education.?°

Almost every one of the first 12 cases detailed gives a number, including: a user
surnamed Qiu, in Chamdo, for writing that the news reported 1,400 dead when
3,000 had previously been missing; a user surnamed Liu, in Lhasa, for writing that
over 3,000 had already died on the Chinese side; a user named Tan, in Lhasa, for
writing that thousands at Kyirong Port lost their lives in an instant. One of them,

a Chinese social media user in Nanchang, Jiangxi, was punished for a post saying:
“826 people are now missing, it's so heartbreaking!”

Every individual named in these lists is identified by a Chinese name. Tibetans
who circulate information about the disaster are not processed as “administrative
rumour” cases and are not announced in state media as “typical” examples; the
offences available for use against them, and the sentences attached, would likely
be regarded as more severe and would rarely leave a public trace. The visible
enforcement regime is the more lenient one.

The absurdity of the position was not lost on Chinese readers, with one user

observing on social media, “If only the flood victims had spread rumors right
before they died, they might have been tracked down and rescued in time.”*
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Alongside the state media count of the missing and the dead, China has published
an inventory of 993 items of personal belongings it says it has recovered - while the
list of the people those objects belonged to has not been published at all.??

On 31 August, five days after the mudslide, netizens were urged not to enter the
core rescue control area to livestream, film or interview without arrangement by
the front-line rescue command. In instructions issued to social media content
creators, the Tibet Self-Media Association also ruled that all information on
casualties, missing persons and rescue progress should follow official releases,
with ‘rumours’ to be reported to cyberspace authorities and police; and called on
them not to film or publish images of affected residents

or families of the dead “at will.”?3

In China, an unnamed source told a Western journalist: “You might live in constant
fear and anxiety, never really knowing when you’ve made an inadvertent remark,
which could get you in trouble. You don’t know where the boundaries lie, nor can
we predict if and when our turn might come.”?

An information blackout on the border

Kyirong Port was a working border, and those likely to have been present at the
time of the disaster include customs and immigration staff, border workers,
construction crews, drivers, traders, travel guides, local residents, pilgrims heading
for Mount Kailash and Lake Manasarovar, and foreign tourists.

In the absence of any list of names, fragments of information have reached the
outside world from unofficial sources. A Tibetan resident told Radio Free Asia that
26 people had died in the village where the port stands, Risur (Chinese: Resuo)
alone, and that with access to the immediate disaster zone restricted he had
walked around the mountain for roughly three hours looking for relatives without
finding them. A Chinese resident who had been away from the port when the
mudslide struck said that around 800 people lived at the crossing and that shops
and restaurants had been swept away; of those at the border checkpoint itself, he
told RFA, “No one at the border checkpoint appears to have survived.”?

Further RFA reporting on 1 September carried accounts of the speed of the flow:
one Tibetan resident said the flood reached the area around the customs office
within about three minutes by his account, and that roughly 30 people were in the
village at the time. Many people from the area had been working on road
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construction. The same reporting identified ten Tibetan travel guides from Lhasa
and elsewhere as missing. They had been working in the Dram (Chinese: Zhangmu)
area, transporting travellers and pilgrims between the Nepal-Tibet border and the
sacred Mount Kailash and Lake Manasarovar.?¢ According to Tibet Watch sources,
two Tibetan tour guides from Labrang, in Amdo, were swept away by the floods and
their bodies were later found in Nepal. Their families were reportedly notified and
allowed to travel to Nepal.

China'’s information blackout extends beyond Tibet and into
the Nepal border region, with the fate of those around the
border crossing also remaining unknown.

A shift in the state media narrative:
the fate of villagers unknown

The state media narrative shifted on 9 September to the news that 444 of the total
of 499 residents evacuated on 27 August from five villages in Kyirong County near
the border with Nepal in the aftermath of the floods had now returned home after
the threat from a barrier lake was largely eliminated. But it is still not clear how
many villages and people, if any, were actually hit by the flash floods and suffered
destruction and loss of lives in that catastrophe.

The official account provides detail about evacuation and much less about what
happened inside the affected communities during the disaster itself.

Authorities said the mudslide created a barrier lake above the core area of the port,
posing a secondary threat to nearby settlements, and relocated 499 residents from
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five villages in Kyirong town and Sale township to temporary accommodation,
where they received medical, educational, basic-living and psychological support,
according to state media. By 8 September, Xinhua reported that 444 had returned
home, the final group consisting of 180 residents of Guoba village in Sale township,
with another 55 preparing to return.?”

The reporting establishes that these villages were evacuated because of a post-
disaster hazard. It does not establish that all five were struck by the original debris
flow; equally, the absence of an official destruction figure does not establish that
there was no village-level damage. The official releases reviewed by Tibet Watch
provide no village-by-village missing-person total, and no public reconstruction of
which homes were destroyed by the initial flow as against which settlements were
evacuated because of the barrier lakes. Satellite comparison of the border area
published in the first days after the disaster showed extensive damage, alongside
restrictions on independent access and information inside Tibet.?®

On 5 August, three weeks before the disaster, Gyirong County’s official WeChat
account reported a live evacuation drill for a glacial lake outburst.? Video of

the drill shows it being held in front of the port customs building, with elderly
residents, women and children from Risur (Ch: Resuo), the village in which the
port stands. According to the Tibetan resident quoted by Radio Free Asia, 26 people
from Risur died on 26 August.

A live evacuation drill was held at the border
crossing 5 weeks prior to the disaster, as a
precaution for glacial lake outbursts.
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Satellite analysis published two days after the disaster by a Chinese state
laboratory found that the slope which failed may already have been deforming in
the months beforehand, with movement accelerating after 12 August; the imagery
it used is freely available.? The authorities had identified glacial floods as a threat
to the port and rehearsed an evacuation for one. There is no public evidence that
anything was monitoring the source area, and no warning reached the port.

The footage that circulated everywhere except China

Two surveillance videos from Kyirong Port travelled worldwide within hours: a wall
of water and debris tearing through the crossing as people fled from the scene.
They were captured by fixed cameras, spread on social media, and appeared on
screens internationally. This footage alone appears to call into question China’s
casualty figures.

China’s flagship state evening news bulletin broadcast a single still frame. The full
video has been difficult to find on the Chinese internet, and first-hand survivor
accounts are harder to find still — there are effectively no accounts from survivors
in Tibet, and almost no user-generated footage of the event or its aftermath.>*

What filled the space was official material, including AI-generated visuals
purporting to show the likely origins of the mudslide.?> On Weibo, a memorial
hashtag was pinned to the top of trending topics alongside eight other disaster-
related topics, the lead post being a state television newsreader reading

the Politburo communiqué.*®* Trending topics were redirected towards the
government’s response: a Politburo meeting on rescue and relief convened by Xi
Jinping, and State Council Premier Li Qiang’s arrival in Kyirong.3*

For the first days, foreign media were absent and independent reporting from the
Chinese side was effectively impossible; the record was set entirely by state media.
On 31 August, Xinhua's own reporters were carried into the core disaster zone by a
TAR Department of Emergency Management helicopter and stayed overnight.*

On 6 September, once the total had been fixed for a week and the casualty account
settled, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the State Council Information
Office jointly organised the first trip to Kyirong for international media, on an
itinerary planned by officials. The group included CNN, Reuters, NBC, the Press
Trust of India and a Brazilian correspondent; New York Times and others were
excluded. That evening, senior TAR officials held a press conference in Kyirong
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town, fielded repeated questions on identification and information-sharing,
defended their transparency and gave the most detailed account to date. The
figures of 43 dead and 519 missing were released to that briefing.

While the issue of access to a remote area at a time of crisis are real, there is
no doubt that access was withheld while the record was being established, and
journalists were admitted to see the search but not the count.

Reporters were shown a site, a memorial of around a hundred yellow flowers and a
briefing, but not given a list of the dead. In contrast, journalists in Nepal have been
interviewing survivors and rescue workers freely.

Of the 519 missing, China says that 261 are foreign nationals. That leaves 258
people who were not classified. The published figure does not say how many are
Tibetan, how many are Chinese nationals from outside Tibet, or how many were
construction workers, pilgrims, border staff, traders, drivers, guides or local
residents. The difference is compounded by a hierarchy of visibility. Foreign
cases have an external diplomatic pathway: embassies can ask questions,
consular officials can seek updates, families can press their own governments.
Tibetan families are embedded entirely within the Chinese domestic information
system, and the public record of Tibetan cases is almost impossible to establish
independently.

The risk that was documented

Kyirong lies along an active fault belt on the southern flank of the Himalaya,

in terrain classified as highly susceptible to geological disaster. A commentary
carried across Chinese media on 26 August, the day of the disaster, described the
valley as a 93-kilometre gorge dropping more than 2,400 metres along a north-
south structural belt, where steep gradients supply the energy, fractured rock the
material and the monsoon the water — and where the 2015 Nepal earthquake left
damage the author was explicit in calling long-term and delayed, since shaken rock
takes years or decades to restabilise.?®

Published academic research, the commentary noted, finds that Himalayan debris
flows develop mainly within eight kilometres of fault zones; Kyirong port was built
on one.

The chain the commentary anticipates begins with a lake outburst in the
Friendship Bridge catchment, whereas the immediate trigger on 26 August was
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an ice-and-rock collapse off Langtang Lirung inside Nepal most likely caused by
warming of the plateau.?” This was a different mechanism, and one that produced
a seismic signal initially read as an earthquake before the US Geological Survey
established that the collapse itself had generated it. What the Chinese-language
material studied by Tibet Watch does establish is that the exposure of this valley
was understood and documented in China before the disaster, by a state key
laboratory, and discussed openly in Chinese media on the day it happened.

The Kyirong disaster in August had a precedent on the same river a year ago on

8 July 2025, when a flood washed away the Friendship Bridge at Kyirong Port.
Chinese state media reported 11 people missing on the Tibet side of the border,
nine of them construction workers and two road-maintenance labourers, and six
Chinese nationals missing in Nepal.?® Nepal's disaster authority confirmed nine
dead and 19 missing, a figure that includes the six Chinese nationals.*® In 2025, the
hazard ran the other way. Nepal's Department of Hydrology and Meteorology and
the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) traced
the flood to the outburst of a previously unnoticed supraglacial lake in Tibet, at
5,150 metres and some 36 kilometres upstream of the border.*°

Chinese scientists agreed. Days after the July 2025 debris flow, the State Key
Laboratory of Geohazard Prevention and Geoenvironment Protection at Chengdu
University of Technology reported 55 glacial lakes in the basin upstream of the
bridge, covering some 3.39 square kilometres, with moraine dams of very poor
stability. It stated the July 2025 flood was a supraglacial lake outburst whose water
entrained rock loosened a decade earlier, and recommended strengthened early
warning and individual risk assessment. It also found that the area had warmed
markedly over the preceding five years, at a rate well above the plateau average.*

This year, too, researchers identified unusually warm conditions before the
glacier’s collapse. “When warming destabilises the roof of the world, no amount
of local adaptation can fully shield vulnerable people downstream from this scale
of destruction,” said Dr Friederike Otto, a climate science professor at Imperial
College London, which carried out the study.*?

The risk to this site was therefore not new, unforeseen or unrecorded. It had been
documented, in public, by Chinese scientists, a year before.

A Chinese geologist has now warned that a second unstable glacier about eight km
from the port could send a flow to the border in minutes. In an article published on
9 September in Chinese media, the geologist says that satellite imagery clearly
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shows a significant risk of instability at this glacier - in the event of a similar-
scale icefall, the mudslide could reach the China-Nepal border within three
minutes, potentially with even greater destructive force, writing: “This potential
hazard urgently requires high attention from relevant authorities in post-disaster
reconstruction and subsequent monitoring.”4?

A young Chinese border officer at Kyirong, reported missing in early September,
viewed the multiple instances of rebuilding at the port as a virtue, saying ina
letter to a university friend that the Resuo (Friendship) bridge leading to Nepal has
been moved to three or four different locations. Yang Shizi wrote: “According to
the veterans here, construction here has never stopped. Every year, as soon as it is
completed, it will be hit by various disasters. It is repaired and destroyed, destroyed
and repaired again. Looking at the dense remnants of bridge piers and the layer
upon layer of foundations for the port buildings, I deeply feel the tenacious
revolutionary optimism of generations of border guards.”+

Yang Shizi was reported missing
in early September, he had
previously written about the
dangers at the border.
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Yang’s letter reflects a priority set at the very top of the Party. Xi Jinping has
repeatedly invoked the principle that governing the country requires governing
the frontier, and that governing the frontier begins with stabilising Tibet.*

In Tibet, Xi has made “strengthening the border” one of four “major tasks”,*¢
calling for border infrastructure and special policies so that people will put down
roots on the frontier and guard the territory. Under a 2017 TAR plan, 628 border
villages were to be built across 21 border counties, 427 of them in the first line,
with residents relocated into them.” By 2025 Kyirong was named as one of three
priority ports facing Nepal.*® The cycle of building, destruction and rebuilding that
Yang describes follows the same logic: the state’s presence on the border is not
negotiable, whatever the terrain does to it.

Glacial hazards and warnings

Early warning of glacial hazards in the Himalaya is not a theoretical Chinese
capability. In 2020 the Second Tibetan Plateau Scientific Expedition built a
comprehensive monitoring and early-warning system at Tseringma glacial lake
(Cirenmaco) close to the Nepal border in Nyalam county where a 1981 outburst
killed some 200 people and destroyed the bridge at the border town of Dram
(Zhangmu).* This system has been operational since October 2021, cost under half
a million dollars, and its data, the designers wrote, would be shared with Nepalese
authorities.*® In November 2025 the expedition’s lead scientist told Xinhua the
network had issued six successful warnings.** Tseringma/Cirenmaco drains
towards Dram — the crossing China closed after 2015 — and not towards Kyirong.
But even though one of the glacial lakes above Kyirong burst in July 2025 and
destroyed the Friendship Bridge,*? 13 months later, it remains unclear whether the
China-Nepal early warning system had detected an anomaly before this disaster or
issued an alert.

Chinese researchers have argued that no warning was possible: the ice-rock

mass came off Langtang Lirung inside Nepal and reached the port in six or seven
minutes at around 50 metres per second, from a source in a cross-border blind
spot. But satellite imagery covering the slope was freely available, and a Chinese
state laboratory found in it, after the event, signs that the slope was deforming.
China had also not built on the ground the kind of monitoring it runs at Tseringma,
nor agreed the data-sharing Nepal had asked for three months earlier. And the
hazards in this valley come from both sides of the border: the flood that destroyed
the Friendship Bridge in 2025 began at a glacial lake in Tibet, yet no warning
system followed it. China nonetheless reopened the port within six months and
kept nearly a third of its trade with Nepal flowing through the valley.
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One of the fullest statements of this account from China came from Su Dechen,
aresearcher at the Institute of Geology of the Chinese Academy of Geological
Sciences. In a widely circulated explainer published on 9 September, Su concluded
that the absence of any warning was “not human error” but a problem shared by
disaster science worldwide.*® Yet his own account records signs of instability in
the hours before the collapse, draws on the laboratory study that found the slope
deforming in the weeks before it, and concedes that the source lay in a monitoring
blind spot with no real-time data-sharing with Nepal: a gap China had not closed
while rebuilding a major port directly downstream.

Chinese journalist Li Guang identifies “The two major pain points in cross-border
disaster prevention” as “the lack of source monitoring data and the absence of a
cross-border information exchange mechanism.”**

The scientific context can be set against the economics of the border crossing.
Xinhua reporting, republished by the TAR government, puts the port’s 2024 trade
at 4.248 billion yuan, first among the region’s ports and nearly 30 per cent of
China-Nepal trade.* An official interviewed by China.com.cn said exports made
up roughly 95 per cent of the port’s 2024 trade value, which makes Kyirong mainly
an outlet for Chinese goods, electric vehicles and lithium batteries especially,
according to Chinese media reports, rather than a two-way trade route.*¢

Chinese state media report that the port reopened on 1 January 2026, via a
temporary bridge, after the July 2025 flood swept away the Friendship Bridge.
The interval between reopening and the August 2026 disaster was less than
eight months, and it is not known what geological, hydrological and engineering
assessments were conducted before the port resumed operations, and how they
may or may not have affected the location and design of the rebuilt facilities.

“Given that cross-border data sharing and emergency response mechanisms
are not yet fully established, high-altitude glacial lakes that are not included

in monitoring remain like the Sword of Damocles,” wrote Chinese journalist Li
Guang. “[They hang] over the deep valleys of the roof of the world, regardless of
which side of the border the glacier is located on.”*’

This May, three months before the disaster, Nepali and Chinese officials and
experts met to discuss risk reduction in the region, including inventories of glacial
lakes and hazard mapping. But two Nepali officials told Reuters they did not
receive as much information as they wanted from China on glacier risks and water
levels afterwards, and that they feared insufficient data sharing could hamper
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their ability to anticipate and prepare for major disasters. A Nepali hydrologist
was cited as saying, “What we actually wanted from them, and still want, is if there
are early movements of glaciers and early movements around that area, we would
want to know a bit early.”*®

For years, Chinese scientists and journalists have pointed to the chain of risks
forming on the Tibetan Plateau: global warming accelerates glacial melting,
causing ice bodies to thin and lose their original stability; glacial lakes
subsequently expand, and ice avalanches, glacial lake outburst floods, debris flows,
and flash floods can become interconnected, transmitting a change that initially
occurred deep in the high mountains dozens or

even hundreds of kilometers away.>°

Studies have shown that the increasing infrastructure in flood-prone areas has
further amplified the consequences of the disasters. For instance, in 2020 there
was a glacial lake outburst at Jiwengco (Jinwucuo) in Lhari (Jiali) county, Nagchu
(Naqu) prefecture in the TAR, which caused around 10 million cubic meters of
floodwater to rush downstream, severely damaging roads, bridges and buildings.
“Given the clear role of continued glacial retreat in destabilizing the adjacent
lateral moraine slopes and directly enabling the landslide to deposit into the
expanding lake body, the glacial lake outburst process chain can be plausibly
linked to anthropogenic climate change, while downstream consequences have
been enhanced by the development of infrastructure on exposed flood plains,”
wrote Chinese and European scientists who researched the disaster. “Such process
chains could become more frequent under a warmer and wetter future climate,
calling for comprehensive and forward-looking risk reduction planning.”°

People working at Kyirong port also sensed the danger. Yang Shizi, the same
26-year-old officer at the Gyirong Exit-Entry Border Inspection Station who wrote
to a friend about the “endless construction”, wrote to a university friend in May
2026: “Falling asleep to the sound of the river every night, sometimes with heavy
rain all night long and the mountains and valleys echoing, I would think, perhaps
one day a disaster will happen, and I will be laid to rest here.”¢*

From Guangnan County in Yunnan, Yang had joined the station as a civil servant

straight from university in 2025 and had only recently been posted to frontline
duty at the port. He is among those reported missing after the mudslide.
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