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Defining the Scale of the Problem behind Beijing’s ‘Wall of Secrecy’ 

Hanno Schedler, Society for Threatened Peoples 
 
Dear Members of Parliament, dear Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak at this conference. It is important to shed a light on the Nuclear 
Tests in its effects on the population and the environment in East Turkestan/Xinjiang. The Chinese 
government certainly hasn’t shown any interest in providing information about the aftermath of the 
nuclear tests. And the Chinese media are under severe constraints to report on matters of national security. 
The head of the state-run China Central Television, Hu Zhanfan said in July 2011 that is would be the 
foremost responsibility of Chinese journalists to “be a good mouthpiece” for the government.  
 
More than half of the 27 journalists imprisoned in China are ethnic Uyghur or Tibetan. Two Uyghur 
journalists, Abdulghani Memetemin and Mehbube Ablesh most probably were forcibly disappeared after 
their prison terms had expired in 2011. Media access to East Turkestan/Xinjiang is heavily controlled. 
Sources must fear persecution by the authorities. The Uyghur website manager Gheyret Niyaz for example 
was sentenced to 15 years in prison for accepting an interview with a Hong Kong-based magazine.  
 
How about the foreign media? Can they breach the wall of secrecy? Theoretically it is against the law in 
China to obstruct foreign journalists from reporting freely. This was stated in a directive signed by Prime 
Minister Wen Jiabao. Still, the government has found creative ways to make reporting difficult. For 
example, local boys are hired to intimidate foreign journalists. That way intimidation is sub-contracted.  
 
Another way of obstructing real journalism is the intimidation of potential sources. People who speak to 
journalists are always in danger of retaliation by the authorities. Even Uighurs in exile have to fear the 
wrath of the Chinese government. The former teacher Ershidin Israel who had fled to Kazakhstan was 
deported back to China. He had given information about the violent death of a Uyghur prisoner to foreign 
journalist. Efforts by the Chinese government to convince the German government that the World Uighur 
Congress should be banned have fortunately not been successful.  
 
So it doesn’t come as a surprise that a 2011 survey by the Foreign Correspondents Club of China found that 
94 percent of journalists stated that the work environment had deteriorated since 2010. 70 percent had 
experienced harassment or violence. 99 percent said that reporting conditions in China do not meet 
international standards.  
 
New terrorism laws define "terrorism" so broadly defined that even Uyghur opposition members may 
randomly prosecuted as "terrorists" now. 
 
Especially Uighurs and their organizations are collectively accused of terrorism by the Chinese security 
authorities. At the end of October 2011, the new anti-terror laws were approved by the Standing 
Committee of the National People's Congress and are now legally enforceable. 
  
So far, suspected terrorists were mostly charged of threatening state security, but with the new laws, China 
initially defines a concept of "terrorism". The term includes all activities that endanger public order and 
safety or put pressure on government bodies and international organizations that might negatively affect 
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society or cause economic losses. Also, the mere promotion or support of such activities is “terrorism” 
according to the new laws.  
 
It is highly likely that the Chinese authorities will use the new laws to gain more international support in 
fighting the Uyghur government critics in the autonomous region of Xinjiang and Uighurs abroad.  It is also 
likely that the new law will be used against those who might want to investigate the effects of nuclear 
testing in East Turkestan.  
 
Even before the new law was introduced, the Chinese government has held a tight grip on those who 
campaign for freedom of speech and information. China’s censorship is the largest attack on freedom of 
information in the world. Roughly 40,000 censors have been commissioned by the Chinese authorities 
solely to filter Internet content that is critical of the dictatorial regime.  
 
With the Chinese search engines like Baidu, users in China search in vain for information about Uighurs, 
Tibetans, Mongolians or members of Falun Gong, house churches and the democracy movement. Tens of 
thousands of bloggers are paid by the authorities to influence discussions on the Internet along Communist 
party lines. These informal operators are supposed to shape public opinion and help improve the image of 
the Communist Party and Prime Minister Wen Jiaobo`s claim that China is a harmonious society. 
   
The Chinese government tries to blunt potential foreign criticism of its censorship policies through tricks: 
During the Olympic Games in Beijing in 2008 for example, the government had made a list of hotels, work 
spaces, internet cafés where foreign journalists were most likely to look for an internet connection. At 
those places, and only there, the usual restrictions would be removed during the Olympic Games.  
 
If the Chinese government continues its policy of valuing secrecy over the transparency, the discontent of 
the local population in East Turkestan will likely grow. 
 
Thank you. 
 


