Summary of Survey of Nunneries in Ladakh and Zanskar          
by Jill Jameson
Summary of survey of nunneries in Ladakh:
The LNA survey team visited five nunneries in Ladakh in the summer of 2001, and drew on information collected by the LNA over the last couple of years. The survey thus reflects a transfer of skills, as well as a means of documenting the situation of nuns and the nunneries in Ladakh. The survey indicates that although the needs of the nuns are still great, there have been significant improvements both in access to the teachings and in support for some nuns. Much appreciation was expressed by the nuns towards the Ladakh Nuns Association, and towards Getsulma Palmo in particular, for the support and encouragement they have received. Some of the most significant changes for the nuns have been in increased opportunities to deepen their practice, and for some there has also been better access to teachers and recent construction projects to improve the living and practice situation in some nunneries. 
With the recent increase in the number of nuns in Ladakh, it can be seen from our survey that younger nuns predominate. In the five nunneries we visited, there are a total of 74 nuns, 43 of whom are under 30 years of age, and 24 over 50. Most of the nuns (about three quarters) have never been to school. Redzong nunnery has the most nuns (two thirds) who have attended school. It would seem that the nuns who have not been to school are likely to be the least confident and this is usually linked with increasing age. However, older nuns not presently studying were most supportive of the younger nuns who were.
Two of the nunneries have recently introduced a study program for the nuns through the Central Institute of Buddhist Studies, which has given the nuns confidence as well as enabling them to see the benefit of education for themselves and others. All of the younger nuns who do not yet have access to such a curriculum are very keen to have this opportunity. 
Four of the nunneries have a resident teacher or a visiting teacher, who in most cases has arrived quite recently. Nuns at Skitmang nunnery are being instructed in the practices of Nyingmapa by a Rinpoche, who is preparing them for the Tantric practice of the Great Completion. Nuns from Chulichan Redzong nunnery are being assisted by a Geshe to work through the Gelukpa curriculum of Buddhist philosophy, and the nuns from Thiksay nunnery have recently and for the first time, received teachings from a Geshe. Such teachings have been very significant the nuns said, in deepening their understandings and their practice. 
Three of the nunneries ( Mulbik, Thiksay and Shagol) currently do not have accommodation for the nuns at their nunneries. Shagol has recently commenced construction of dormitories, and at Skitmang nunnery, the small rooms made of stones are very inadequate and have leaking roofs. Although many of the nuns have been actively involved in construction- often assisted by their communities- there is still a range of construction needs at all of the nunneries. Provision of needs for construction and daily support were seen by all the nuns as one major aspect in their vision for the future. Living in a nunnery was considered more conducive to practice than living with their families. However, many of the nuns were being supported by their families and helped in their fields in return, and some were working as labourers breaking stone or repairing roads as a means of supporting themselves. This meant less time for practice or attending teachings.
Also passionately expressed was the hope for having a resident teacher or access to teachings: as the Thiksay nuns said, receiving the teachings "is like a ray of light coming through the clouds". The nuns of Ladakh  who were previously often ignored and neglected  are now being assisted in their study of the Buddha Dharma.


This seems to be reflected in the changing situation and status of the nuns and in the new name given to the Redzong nunnery by Rinpoche, "Dharma Land for Those Who Seek Liberation". The longer term vision for some of the nuns now receiving the teachings and a basic education is to become teachers themselves of younger nuns, and to help LNA in future.
Summary of survey in Zangskar and recommendations:
The survey in Zangskar by the Ladakh Nuns Association covered eight nunneries in June 2001. Overall, there have been significant improvements for some of the nuns of Zangskar in recent years, but their needs are still great. And they still have a strong yearning to deepen their study of the Dharma. Prior to 1988, most of the nuns of Zangskar worked in their families' homes or in their fields, with practice basically restricted to the winter retreat. Three of the nunneries (Zangla, Pischu and Karsha) have more recently received very limited financial support, for the provision of  basic food, robes, Dharma texts or construction of rooms. This has given some nuns the opportunity- greatly appreciated by them- to live in a nunnery, and to so have more time for the study and practice of the Dharma. 
In the eight nunneries we visited, although about two thirds were under 30 years of age, there was a great concern expressed over declining interest for young women and girls to become nuns. The main reason given for this decline was that the nunneries are rarely able to offer education or opportunities to study the teachings. 
Out of a total of 82 nuns and 12 young novices, 45 were under 30 years and 27 over 50. Virtually none of the nuns had been to school, although over the last 15 years there have been schools in Zangskar, and most parents want an education for their children these days. However, the medium of instruction is mostly in Urdu, so children are forgetting their own language. All the nuns had learnt the Ladakhi script and could read the Dharma texts. Two of the eight nunneries (Karsha and Skyagum) had a resident lama, and there were regular teachings at Tungri nunnery. Most of the nuns had received only occasional teachings. Only Zangla nunnery offered study through the CIBS (Central Institute of Buddhist Studies), but most of the nunneries made strong requests for the study program of Hindi, English, Ladakhi, maths and Buddhist philosophy offered by CIBS.
Many of the nuns worked in the fields of their families over the summer months if there was no food support, and thus had less time for the study and practice of the Dharma. In a couple of the newer nunneries, and where there were mostly younger nuns, many were working as manual laborers during the summer to pay for the construction of their gompa. Because of limited access to the teachings, there seemed to be a general lack of confidence and the knowledge needed to be able to give even basic teachings to their families and communities. Whereas some of the nunneries had active community assistance in repair work etc, all were involved with their nearby villages, when the local community came to offer and sponsor pujas on auspicious days, or have the nuns read texts to them. 
The nuns have planted small plantations of trees around all the nunneries, but some were being abandoned due to water shortages over the last two years.  
The vision and hopes for the future of the nuns of Zangskar was seen mainly in terms of 
a longing for the teachings and the need to attract younger nuns. These were connected, as if there were more young nuns they felt there were stronger chances of attracting a teacher, and this would also be enriching for the nunnery. However funds were also necessary for this vision to be achieved, such as to build facilities (eg. rooms for a teacher and classrooms), as well in some nunneries, to purchase thankas, Dharma texts and to fund other construction.  Dharma study and an education program would it was felt, attract younger nuns.  
Some young nuns from Zangskar have been studying in Dharamsala, Mundgod, and Bhutan, and there were requests that some of these nuns consider returning to Zangskar on completion of their studies to teach the younger nuns. We also discussed how it might be possible to support some of these nuns to return to Zangskar over their vacation times to offer some teachings and encouragement to the nuns.
