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< Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region

PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

Gross Violations of Human Rights in the
Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region

"All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in
aspiritof brotherhood." [Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 1].

"All nationalities in the People’s Republic of China are equal. The states
protects the lawful rights and interests of all national minorities and
safeguards and promotes relations of equality, unity and mutual assistance
among all nationalities."” [Constitution of the PRC, 1982, Article 4].

INTRODUCTION

Gross violations of human rights are being perpetrated in the Uighur Autonomous Region of
Xinjiang, in the west of China, with little about it being known to the international
community. The main victims of these violations are the Uighurs, the majority ethnic group
among the predominantly Muslim local population.

Thousands of people have been arbitrarily detained in the region over the past few years and
arbitrary arrests continue. Thousands of political prisoners, arrested at various times during
the 1990s, are reported to remain imprisoned, some having been sentenced to long prison
terms after unfair trials, others still detained without charge or trial after months or years in

jail.

Many of those detained are reported to have been tortured, some with particularly cruel
methods which, to Amnesty International’s knowledge, are not being used elsewhere in the
People’s Republic of China. Political prisoners held in prisons or labour camps are reported
to be frequently subjected to cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment. Some
have reportedly died of ill-treatment or neglect in detention.

Scores of Uighurs, many of them political prisoners, have been sentenced to death and
executed in the past two years. Others, including women, are alleged to have been killed by
the security forces in circumstances which appear to constitute extra-judicial executions.
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hts are occurring amidst growing ethnic unrest fuelled by
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ti“eezggll);?mic population has witnessed a steady erosion of its social, economic and

cultural rights. Economic development in the region has largely bypassed the local ethnic
opulation and they have faced increased restrictions. This trend has c?xacerbated long-
standing ethnic tensions between Uighurs and Han Chinese in the region, and contributed to

the escalation of violence.

A growing number of violent incidents have been reported in the region. They include
violent clashes between small groups of Uighurs and the security forces, as well as attacks
against government officials and bombings by underground opposition groups.

The government has blamed the unrest and violence on a "small number" of "separatists",
"“terrorists" and "religious extremists" who are accused of having links with "foreign hostile
forces" whose aim is to "split the motherland". The government’s response has been harsh
repression. Since 1996, the government has launched an extensive campaign against "ethnic
separatists", imposing new restrictions on religious and cultural rights and resorting
increasingly to executions, show trials and arbitrary detention to silence real and suspected
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opponents.

The official reports about "separatists and terrorists" obscure a more complex reality in
which many people who are not involved in violence have become the victims of human
rights violations. Over the years, attempts by Uighurs to air their views or grievances and i
peacefully exercise their most fundamental human rights have been met with repression. The
denial of legitimate channels for expressing grievances and discontent has led to outbursts of
violence, including by people who are not involved in political opposition activities.

Amnesty International recognises that it is the duty of the state to take the measures
necessary to maintain law and order, but even in situations of internal strife, this must be
exercised within the limits set by international human rights law. International law makes
clear that certain fundamental rights - in particular the right to life and the right not to be
subjected to torture - must be upheld by governments at all times and in all circumstances.

These fundamental rights are laid down in international human rights instruments which
China has signed or ratified. They include the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR), which China signed in 1998, the Convention against Torture and other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (Convention against Torture), which
China ratified in 1988, the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Racial Discrimination (CERD), which China ratified in 1982, The Convention on the Right
of the Child, which China ratified in 1992, and the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women, which China ratified in 1980.

Amnesty Intemnational, April 1999 Al Index: ASA 17/1&99-‘_ 4



4 Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region

Without taking any position on their political cause or the status of conflict in which armed
opposition groups may be engaged, Amnesty International also opposes human rights abuses
by such groups, particularly the killing of defenceless people and torture, which are
prohibited in international humanitarian law, more particularly in Article 3 common to the
four Geneva Conventions of 1949. Such prohibition applies equally to government forces.
Killings by members of armed opposition groups can never provide justification for
government forces to deliberately kill defenceless people or torture prisoners in police
custody.

This report attempts to describe the patterns of human rights violations in the region in
recent years. It does not pretend to be comprehensive. In view of the strict control exercised
by the Chinese authorities over information about these issues, the intimidation to which
victims of human rights violations and their relatives are subjected, and the lack of access to
the region by independent human rights monitors, it is difficult to crosscheck many reports
of human rights violations and detailed information is available only about some areas and
incidents. This report focuses mainly on patterns of human rights violations which Amnesty
International has been able to document with various sources. In some instances it cites
allegations made by single sources where the allegations refer to individual prisoners and
particularly serious human rights violations, such as torture.

The information in the report is based on a wide variety of sources, including former
prisoners, relatives and friends of prisoners, official Chinese documents and statements,
reports in the local and national media, scholarly research and publications from academics
and experts on the region, reports from Uighurs and foreign nationals of various professions,
and reports in the international media.

This report documents the cases of nearly 200 political prisoners, including prisoners of
conscience, known or believed to be currently imprisoned (see Appendix 3). It also
documents 210 death sentences recorded in the region since January 1997, including 190
executions. The vast majority of those sentenced to death and executed were Uighurs.

BACKGROUND

The Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR) is one of the five autonomous regions of
the PRC, where the officially recognised ‘national minorities’ are granted some formal
representation in the organs of regional government. The autonomy conferred to these
regions by the PRC Constitution and Law on Regional Autonomy has remained largely
symbolic. In the XUAR as in the rest of the PRC, all major policy decisions are taken by the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and almost all senior posts in the regional and local CCP
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Map of Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region
showing the transliterated names of major cities in Uighur and Chinese

committees are held by ethnic Chinese (or Han). The region is rich in natural resources and
has been an important target for population resettlement from inland China since 1949.!

With the massive influx of Han Chinese in the XUAR since 1949, the indigenous population
has felt increasingly marginalised in what they regard as their ancestral land. Aspirations
towards independence have their roots in both the distant past and recent history. During the
1930s and 1940s, two independent Republics of Eastern Turkestan were formed
successively in Kashgar (1933) and Ili (1944) as attempts to resist Chinese rule.? Both
republics were short-lived, but they have continued to inspire nationalist opposition since
1949, particularly among the Uighurs. Over the years, various opposition groups militating
for Eastern Turkestan’s independence were formed clandestinely in the XUAR - some
reportedly supported by exiled nationalist groups established among the Uighur diaspora in
varicus countries. Some of these groups have resorted to violence, including attacks on

! See Lillian Craig Harris, “Xinjiang, Central Asia and the Implications for China’s Policy in the
Islamic World”, in The China Quarterly, No.133, March 1993, pp.111-129, and Nicholas Becquelin,
“Trouble on the Marches”, in China Perspectives No.10, March/April 1997, pp.19-28.

? See Linda Benson, “The 1li Rebellion: The Moslem Challenge to Chinese Authority in Xinjiang,
1944-1949", M.E. Sharpe, New York, 1990; and Dru C. Gladney, “Internal colonialism and the Uyghur
nationality: Chinese nationalism and its subaltern subject”, in CEMOTI (Cahiers d’Etudes sur la
Mediterranee Orientale et le monde Turco-Iranien), No.25, janvier-juin 1998, pp.47-61.
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government officials and offices, and the planting and detonation of bombs. The emergence
of independent Central Asian states with the breakup of the Soviet Union, together with the
rise of Islamic movements and protracted conflicts in other neighbouring countries appear to
have heightened the Chinese authorities’ fears of organised political opposition in the
XUAR, leading to a reversal of the relatively liberal policies implemented during the 1980s.

Since the late 1980s, government policies and other factors have generated growing ethnic
discontent in the XUAR. The continuing influx of Han Chinese migrants, discrimination and
unequal economic opportunities, curbs on religious and cultural rights, the enforcement of
the government’s birth control policy, official corruption, and the perception that the
authorities are not seriously tackling growing crime are among the factors which have
fuelled unrest.

Population balance

In 1949, the local Turkic population, in majority Uighur, accounted for at least 93% of the
region’s population, while ethnic Chinese in the region amounted to about 6 or 7% of the
population. By 1997, according to official statistics, the population of the XUAR was over
17 millions, divided into 47% Uighurs, 42% ethnic Chinese (38% Han and 4% Hui), 7%
Kazaks and the rest divided between other groups. The official statistics, however, are
widely believed to be unreliable. According to some foreign experts, the number of ethnic
Chinese in the region was already equal to that of other ethnic groups by the late 1970s.
Since then, many Han Chinese have continued to migrate to the region, while many old
Chinese settlers have left the XUAR to return to their native provinces in inland China.’
Since the late 1980s, many young Uighurs have also left the XUAR to seek employment in
the Chinese provinces and some have gone abroad.

There is evidence that the influx of Han migrant workers has considerably increased in the
XUAR in recent years.* Since 1997 in particular, various official sources have indicated that
the number of Han migrants every year is in the hundreds of thousands, with an unknown
proportion coming temporarily for seasonal work. For example, in a 1997 report on cotton-
producing in Yarkant (Shache) in the Tarim basin, the official Xinhua News Agency said:

"A phenomenon similar to that of the building sites of Beijing or south
China’s booming areas, where waves of migrant workers come looking for

? The old Han settlers, many of whom have now left the region or died, were familiar with local
customs and some knew local languages. In contrast, many of the newcomers are uneducated young
farmers who have no such knowledge. In addition to the magnitude of the Han migration and the economic
implications for local people, this too contributes to ethnic tensions.

* An article in the South China Morning Post of 16 February 1997, basing itself on official
population statistics for the years 1994 and 1995, estimated that the influx of Han in the XUAR for this
two-year period was at least 250,000. According to the article, the statistics showed that during the same
period the ethnic minority population had declined by nearly 130,000.

Al Index: ASA 17/18/99 Amnesty Intemational, April 1999



Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region 7

Jjobs, is taking place in northwest China’s Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous
Region, where an increasing number of migrant farmers are looking for
work - but in the cotton fields. Hundreds of thousands of surplus labour
Jrom inland rural areas [Chinese provinces] are coming to Xinjiang during
the region’s cotton harvest time. Some of the cotton pickers come in the fall

and go back in early spring, while others stay as caretakers in cotton
Sields.™

The role of the “Bingtuan”

During the first three decades of the PRC, the resettlement of Han Chinese in the region was
facilitated by what is now called the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps
(commonly known as the Bingtuan), an institution which was established in the early 1950s.
The Bingtuan, described by many scholars as an institution which served to colonize
Xinjiang, is both an administrative organ with a somewhat military structure and a large
development corporation.® It is established along the border and in pockets of territory
roughly across the centre of the XUAR, separating the north where most Kazaks live from
the mainly Uighur south. The Bingtuan has jurisdiction over several million hectares of land
and the vast majority of its population is ethnic Chinese. It is now a unique institution in the
PRC and enjoys a special status’. It is administered independently from the XUAR regional
government and has its own police force, courts, agricultural and industrial enterprises, as
well as its own large network of labour camps and prisons®. Over the years it has expanded,
appropriating land when necessary®, including in the south which is considered the heartland
of Uighur culture and traditions and where most Uighurs live.

The Bingtuan always had the dual function of developing the region’s economy and
protecting it against any external and internal threats. It is considered an important force in
guaranteeing the "stability" of the XUAR and over the years its armed police units have
taken part in quelling ethnic unrest. In May 1997, for example, the XUAR Communist Party

* Xinhua news agency, Urumgqi, 19 May 1997. Yarkant (Shache) is China’s largest cotton-
producing county. Cotton production has been made a priority in the XUAR in recent years.

¢ See “New Ghosts Old Ghosts — Prisons and Labor Reform Camps in China”, by James D.
Seymour and Richard Anderson, M.E. Sharpe, 1998, p.45. Chapter 3 of the book includes detailed
information about the Bingtuan and its network of labour camps and prisons, as well as the separate penal
establishments under the Department of Justice of the XUAR regional government.

” During the 1990s, the Bingtuan has been placed directly under the authority of the central
government in Beijing and has been granted privileges giving it the same status as the XUAR regional
government (see South China Morning Post, 17 April 1997, and Ming Pao, 28 August 1998).

% See “New Ghosts Old Ghosts”, op.cit., pp.45-70.

? ibid, p.53. According to the authors, there are plans to nearly triple the Bingtuan’s farmland by
2001, which would have to be largely at the expense of traditional animal husbandry, and therefore of the
Uighurs and Kazaks. The authors conclude that this can only happen in the context of political repression

(p.125).
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leader, Wang Lequan, praised the role the Bingtuan’s armed police units were playing in this
respect: "In recent years, the corps’ armed police units have been playing an important role
in safeguarding Xinjiang’s political stability and unity."'® After ethnic unrest broke out in
February 1997 in the city of Gulja (Yining), in Ili Prefecture in the west of the XUAR, the
prison facilities of the Bingtuan’s 4™ Division, located in Ili, were used to detain protesters
and other people arrested in Gulja. They have continued to be used to detain suspected
government opponents.

Discrimination

Despite the economic development in the XUAR since the 1980s, unemployment is high
among Uighurs. Many Uighurs complain that racial abuse and discrimination against ethnic
minorities is common, and that they have no equal opportunity in education, health care and
employment. Unlike their Chinese counterparts, for example, many Uighur schools and
hospitals are poorly equipped, and some Uighur village schools are reported to be so poor
and totally deprived of equipment that the pupils have to sit and write on the earthen floor.
Many hospitals reportedly have discriminatory practices, giving preferential treatment to
Han Chinese patients and top jobs to Chinese doctors at the expense of their Uighur
counterparts.

Since the 1980s, the opportunities afforded by the economic development have benefited
mainly Han Chinese. In the agricultural sector, many Uighur farmers have become
impoverished due to new policies, the multiplication of taxes, and corrupt or discriminatory
practices. In some areas, Uighur farmers have to sell their crops to state agencies at lower
prices than those of the free market, whereas Chinese farmers are reportedly allowed to trade
on the market. Some Uighur farmers have had to sell their land and joined the ranks of the
unemployed and vagrants.!! In industry, the vast majority of workers employed in the new
oil fields and other enterprises in the north, which are key to the region’s development, are
Han Chinese.'? In the south, according to some sources, many enterprises which have been
privatized have come under Chinese management and increasingly hired Han Chinese
workers instead of Uighurs. This has reportedly extended to some factories producing local
carpets and silk which were the traditional craft of Uighurs". With the economic and social
changes during the past two decades, crime has substantially risen in the region, as in the
rest of the PRC. In some areas, drug addiction and prostitution have become widespread
among the unemployed.

1% Report by Chinese regional TV from Xinjiang, 14 May 1997, BBC Monitoring, 15 May 1997.

"' According to official sources, one million people in the region (one in 17 of the population) live
below the poverty line. See “Xinjiang Uighurs bitter at invasion of Chinese immigrants”, Agence France
Presse report from Urumqi, 13 May 1997, citing officials from the Xinjiang Economic Commission.

' See “Trouble on the Marches”, op.cit., p.22, and Agence France Presse report of 13 May 1997
cited above,

" This is reported to be the case with carpet and silk factories in Kashgar and Khotan,
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Religion

With the "open door" policy launched in the late 1970s and the subsequent economic
reforms, there was a religious revival in the XUAR as in the rest of the PRC. The authorities
allowed the reopening of mosques and the use of funds contributed from some Islamic
countries to build new mosques, found Koranic schools and import religious materials.
Many Muslims were allowed again to travel to Islamic countries, and contacts with Muslims
abroad were encouraged'*. This liberalisation however stopped during the late 1980s. The
government reverted to restrictive policies, amidst fears that Islam might provide a rallying
point for ethnic nationalism and that Islamist movements abroad might inspire young
Uighurs who had gone to study in foreign Islamic schools. These fears were apparently
reinforced by an incident in Baren, near Kashgar, in April 1990, when protests and rioting,
reportedly led by members of an Islamic nationalist group, resulted in many deaths (see
below page 65)

Since then, many mosques and Koranic schools have been closed down, the use of the
Arabic script has been stopped, tight controls have been imposed on the Islamic clergy, and
religious leaders who are deemed to be too independent or "subversive" have been dismissed
or arrested. Muslims working in government offices and other official institutions are
prohibited from practising their religion, failing which they lose their jobs. Since 1996, the
government has intensified its campaign against "national separatists", "religious extremists"
and "illegal religious activities”, launching at the same time an "in-depth atheist education"
campaign to purge grassroots communist party committees and other institutions of Muslim
believers. Reporting on such a campaign in Turpan Prefecture in 1997, the official
newspaper Xinjiang Daily said: "Those party members who firmly believe in religion and
who refuse to change their ways after education should be given a certain time period to
make corrections, be persuaded to withdraw from the party or dismissed from the party
according to the seriousness of their case. In recent years, 98 religious party members [in
Turpan prefecture] have been dealt with." The newspaper further reported:

"Party organisations and government organs at all levels have tightened
the control of religious affairs, and further improved religion control
committees at township, town and village levels." [Xinjiang Daily, 9 April
1997].

In June 1997, the same newspaper reported on the crackdown on "illegal" religious activities
in Ili Prefecture following ethnic unrest there in February 1997. It said: "Illegal religious
activities were cleaned up in Ili, village by village, hamlet by hamlet." The newspaper also
reported that 40 "core participants in illegal religious activities" had been arrested, 35

14 See Lillian Craig Harris, op.cit., p. 121, and Gaye Christoflersen, “Xinjiang and the Great
Islamic Circle: The Impact of Transnational Forces on Chinese Regional Planning”, The China Quarterly,
No.133, March 1993, pp.130-151.
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communist party leaders in villages and towns
and 19 village mayors or factory owners had
been sacked, and the unauthorised
construction or renovation of 133 mosques
had been stopped in the area.!”

On 17 April 1998, the Urumgi Evening News
reported on police searches carried out in the
56 mosques of Egarqi, in Aksu district:

"Recently, the‘pohce has searched 'these. o ‘__‘_ 2 i ot u_,‘,_, ey g gl
mosques and tightly controlled their activities, ;3 =53k ez 530 faluja (s Ko plicse o on b
their Imams and Muezzins. Activities notseen | RTINS ol ik il ¢
as normal have been halted." P rypaladoell

B

sem=

; Police searches in mosques of Egarqi, Aksu district
Unofficial sources report that many secret 17 April 1998

Koranic classes and religious groups were

founded during the 1990s when the authorities started closing down the religious schools
which they had initially encouraged to open. Some religious leaders then started religious
classes to teach the Koran in people’s homes. Many such private classes were formed in the
south, where Islamic traditions remain strong. These classes were periodically discovered by
police and closed down. According to unofficial sources, the Mullahs (religious teachers) -
and sometimes also the religious students - were taken into police custody, detained for two
or three months, and usually then released on condition of paying a fine. Some were
detained repeatedly. Others, whether leaders or participants in these groups, were kept in
detention. In recent vears, some have been sent to "re-education through labour" camps or
sentenced Lo prison terms.

Social and cultural rights

Social and cultural nights have also been curtailed. In Urumgqi, the regional capital, some
Uighur entrepreneurs who manufactured traditional ethnic clothes or who became involved
in social 1ssues have suffered harassment ~- some had to close down their businesses as a
result. In cities 1n the north, some people are also reported to have been harassed or detained
simply for displaying signs of their ethnic or religious identity, such as headscarves for
Muslim women In [l and other areas, a social and cultural forum known as the "meshreps",
which was revived 1in 1994 by Uighurs in Gulja (Yining) city, was banned by the authorities
in 1995 (see below. page 18)

'* See Reuters, Beijing, 26 June 1997, citing the Xinjiang Daily of 21 June 1997.
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Birth control

Since the late 1980s, the enforcement of the national birth control policy in the XUAR has
created strong resentment among Uighurs and other ethnic groups. Both official and
unofficial sources indicate that the implementation of the policy has led to incidents of
violence, including attacks on birth control offices or personnel (see page 52). Under the
official birth control policy, national minority couples are allowed to have three children in
rural areas and two children in urban areas. According to unofficial sources, however, the
authorities in the region have increasingly exerted pressure on couples to reduce the number
to two and one. As in the rest of the country, pregnancies have to be planned according to
the quotas of permitted births allocated to a particular area for a given period. A couple may
then be denied permission to conceive for a number of years until the "plan" allows it. The
plan is enforced in principle with a system of rewards and penalties. However, many women
who become pregnant "outside the plan" are reportedly forced to have abortions and those
who give birth outside the plan face penalties which often jeopardise the family’s livelihood.
Forced sterilisation is also reported to be common.

Recommendations made by the UN Committee on the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination

In 1996, the Committee, which monitors the implementation of the International Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) to which China is a party,
examined China’s combined fifth, sixth and seventh pericdic reports on its implementation
of the CERD. In its concluding observations the Committee expressed concern about several
issues, including the "lack of protective legal provisions for minority groups" in China,
reports about "incentives granted to members of the Han Nationality to settle in autonomous
areas"”, the "actual enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion", particularly in Xinjiang
and Tibet, and "disparities in access to economic, social and cultural benefits by different
ethnic groups" - which the Committee thought "may generate racial discrimination towards
disadvantaged groups".

The Committee also expressed concern about "reported cases of violation in the autonomous
regions of Xinjiang and Tibet of the right to security of the person and protection against
violence or bodily harm, as contained in article 5(b) of the Convention." It made a number of
recommendations to the PRC government, including "to make all acts of racial
discrimination, as specified in article 4 of the Convention, punishable by law", to review
"any policies or practices that may result in a substantial alteration of the demographic
composition of the autonomous areas" and to avoid "any restriction on the exercise of
religious rights of the members of minority nationalities.” It also requested China to provide
information in its next report on "the number and percentage of person detained who are of
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