Exploring the vision and needs of nuns in Ladakh and Zanskar 
          by Jill Jameson
Zanskar is a remote valley in the Himalayas of  'Little Tibet' and is still an isolated place, cut off by snow for seven to eight months of the year, where the ancient cycle of rituals which mark the seasons, moon cycles and events in the religious calendar still continues. Many of the traditional livelihood practices and basic self-reliance still continue. Crops are cultivated and animals taken to higher slopes in summer. Winter is a time for retreats, teachings and festivals for both monastics and lay people. I went to Zanskar with the nuns from the Ladakh Nuns Association (LNA) in the summer of 2001. This was the first time in years it was possible to undertake the two day journey to Zanskar along the high mountainous road from Leh towards Srinagar, turning off at the border town of Kargil, where the war between India and Pakistan had been most fiercely contested in 1999.
The LNA has since its inception fulfilled a great need by beginning to improve the situation for the nuns of Ladakh, and by providing access to Dharma teachings. The creation of the Association has helped to raise the status of nuns although there is still a long way to go and has generated wide support from the people of Leh.
Report on nunneries in Zanskar:
I first visited in 1999 to begin the survey work and training, and this work has been continued by the LNA over the two years until my visit this year. The passion of the nuns for the Dharma and their longing for opportunities to deepen their study of both the Dharma and general education moved me. The work and commitment of the LNA Committee also moved me, as well as local people's appreciation and willingness to support the work of the LNA.  I was greatly inspired by this relatively new and small organisation, under the loving leadership of Getsulma Palmo and the nuns around her. 
It was a privilege this time to visit eight nunneries in Zanskar and five in Ladakh, to hear the nuns' stories and of their longings and hopes in their hearts, and what they are presently doing for themselves and their communities.  Our survey team involved Getsulma T.Palmo and Getsulma Tenzin Youdon from the LNA and Getsulma Tenzin Lhadron, originally from Zanskar, who has been studying at Jamyang Choling Nunnery in Dharamsala for the last 12 years, and myself. We used a participatory process, and at some of the nunneries we also facilitated leadership and organisational skills training workshops, building on some of the earlier trainings.
Survey of nunneries in Zanskar:
We were welcomed very warmly to each of the eight nunneries, mostly reached after a steep climb, and where we were refreshed with both milk, butter tea and tsampa. The nuns arranged our meetings with them around their ceremonies and pujas or prayers.
Challenges:
We often heard how over the last two years, the snowfall has been greatly reduced. In some of the nunneries water supplies were very limited, with only a trickle flowing through the pipe. The nuns have planted small plantations of trees around all the nunneries, but some were being abandoned due to water shortages.  Other changes result from outside influences. 
The closing of the border with Tibet and the poverty of the region have all made it difficult to maintain the unique spiritual and cultural heritage of Zanskar. 
The monasteries for monks are in a slightly better position than the monasteries for nuns in that village people are more likely to support monks. Prior to 1988, the nuns of Zanskar were mostly working in their family's homes, where they cooked, cleaned and looked after the children and animals. They practiced meditation only in the winter months when their families provided tsampa for retreats.
Improvements:
Overall, there have been significant improvements for some of the nuns of Zanskar in recent years, but their needs are still great. They still have a strong yearning to deepen their study of the Dharma as their opportunities to do this are still limited. Three of the nunneries (Zangla, Pischu and Karsha) have recently received very limited financial support for the provision of basic food, robes, Dharma texts and construction of rooms. This has given some nuns the opportunity, greatly appreciated by them, to live in a nunnery, and to have more time for the study and practice of the Dharma.
Education:
In the eight nunneries we visited, about two thirds were under 30 years of age, but despite this 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. Virtually none of the nuns had been to school, although over the last 15 years there have been schools in Zanskar, and most parents want an education for their children these days. However, the medium of instruction is mostly 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.
Work and support:
Many of the nuns worked in the fields of their families over the summer months and thus had less time for the study and practice of the Dharma. In a couple of the newer nunneries, where there were mostly younger nuns, many were working as manual labourers during the summer to pay for the construction of their gompa (nunnery).  
Because of limited access to the teachings, there seemed to be a general lack of confidence and of the knowledge needed to be able to give even basic teachings to their families and communities. Whereas only some of the nunneries received active community assistance in practical matters such as building and maintenance, all were involved in Dharma activities with their nearby villages.  For example, when the local community came to offer and sponsor pujas, (prayers) on auspicious days, or have the nuns read texts to them.
The vision and hopes for the future of the nuns of Zanskar:
The vision 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 it was 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 Zanskar 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 Zanskar over their vacation times to offer some teachings and encouragement to the nuns.
