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By Patrick Wintour, The Guardian, 2023.2.8

Cross-Party MPs Shocked by Foreign Office Talks 
with Xinjiang Governor

The Foreign Office has shocked cross-
party opponents of the Chinese treatment 
of Uyghur groups by revealing that it has 
asked the Xinjiang governor for talks.
MPs belonging to the inter-parliamentary 
alliance on China (Ipac) called it 
“incomprehensible” that “anybody within 
government would think it appropriate 
to meet with someone who has played a 
central role in the persecution of Uyghurs – 
crimes our own parliament has declared to 
be genocide”.
According to an email from the Foreign 
Office, Erkin Tuniyaz – who has been 
sanctioned by the US – is planning to visit 
the UK next week, followed by trips to other 
European countries to meet “stakeholders” 
to “discuss the situation in Xinjiang”.

News of the meeting was conveyed by the 
Foreign Office to campaigners in a bid to 
head off protests. It is likely to be taken 
as a sign by China that the UK is looking 
to improve bilateral relationships. The 
Foreign Office argues that engagement 
and dialogue with Chinese leaders is 
necessary.
Parliament voted two years ago to declare 
the treatment of the Uyghur Muslims as 
a genocide, but the Foreign Office has 
always resisted this description, saying 
only an appropriate court could determine 
whether it amounted to genocide.
Campaigners say Tuniyaz is well known 
for his vociferous defence of Beijing’s 
“deradicalisation” policies in the north-
west of China, especially the use of 
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detention facilities that some have likened 
to concentration camps. In 2021, when 
Tuniyaz was sanctioned, the US Treasury 
said that during his tenure “more than 1 
million Uyghurs and members of other 
predominantly Muslim ethnic minority 
groups have been detained in Xinjiang”.
His invitation comes one week after a group 
of UN special rapporteurs wrote to Beijing 
to protest against the separation of 1 million 
Tibetan children from their families.
In a statement, the Uyghur activists 
Rahima Mahmut and Rayhan Asat said: 
“Engagement must have its limits. Meeting 
and greeting Chinese Communist party 
officials that have been accused of direct 
involvement in the implementation of 
genocidal policies, including mass forced 
sterilisations and concentration camps, 
must be a red line.”
The Ipac MPs, who include Labour MPs 
Carolyn Harris, Chris Bryant, Janet Daby 
and Judith Cummins, Liberal Democrats 
Alistair Carmichael and Layla Moran, and 
Tories Iain Duncan Smith, Bob Seely and 

Craig Mackinlay, as well as Conservative 
peer Lord Bethell, said: “We call upon the 
government to rescind any official invitation 
and to apologise to the UK Uyghur 
community for this incomprehensible and 
hurtful error of judgment.”
The Foreign Office alerted campaigners of 
its plans in an email saying: “The Governor 
of Xinjiang (Erkin Tuniyaz) is planning 
to visit the UK next week. We’ve agreed 
to meet him at a senior official level, and 
intend to use the opportunity to press for a 
change in China’s approach and to make 
requests on specific issues, including 
individual cases.
“Ahead of the meeting, our Directors for 
Open Societies and North East Asia and 
China, who will meet the Governor, would 
welcome an opportunity to hear your 
thoughts on potential topics or requests to 
raise. We’re really keen to make the most 
of this opportunity to push for tangible 
changes on the ground.” It added it was 
willing to provide feedback on how the 
meeting went.

By Rebecca Wright, Ivan Watson and the Visuals Team, CNN , 2023.2.10

Leaked Chinese Police Data is Giving Uyghurs 
Answers About Missing Family Members

Imagine a world where your entire family has 
been detained or imprisoned, but you can’t 
find out why, or for how long. The police 
also have your DNA, voice samples and iris 
scans on file — along with biometric data on 
your children, your family and your whole 
community.

For years, this dystopian system of 

governance has been a reality in China’s far 
western Xinjiang region, where authorities 
have built a vast surveillance apparatus 
designed to detain, monitor and silence 
its population of Uyghurs and other ethnic 
minorities.

Now, the scale of that system is being exposed 
as a major leak of Chinese police documents 
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enters a new phase. The giant cache of files 
has been made accessible to the public by a 
new online search tool that enables people to 
discover what details the Chinese state has 
about their loved ones in Xinjiang.

A smaller subset of this data — known as 
the Xinjiang Police Files — was published 
last May. Further examination of the files 
then revealed their full extent, uncovering 
approximately 830,000 individuals across 
11,477 documents and thousands of 
photographs.

The police files were hacked and leaked by 
an anonymous individual, then obtained by 
Adrian Zenz, a director of China Studies at the 
Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation, 
a US-based non-profit. Zenz and his team 
spent months developing the search tool, 
which they hope will empower the Uyghur 
diaspora with concrete information about 
their relatives, after years of separation and 
silence.

Using the new online search tool, CNN 
tracked down the records for 22 individuals 
after trialing it among the Uyghur diaspora 
across three continents.

For the first time, exiled Uyghurs were able 
to see official Chinese documents about the 
fate of their relatives, including why they were 
detained — and in some cases how they 
died. On seeing the files, some described a 

sense of empowerment; others felt guilt that 
their worst fears had been confirmed.

The Chinese government has never denied 
the legitimacy of the files, but state-run news 
outlet The Global Times recently described 
Zenz as a “rumor monger,” and called his 
analysis of the files “disinformation.”

‘Tens of thousands’ detained
The new website represents the largest data 
set ever made publicly available on Xinjiang. 
It allows people to search for hundreds of 
thousands of individuals in the raw files, 
using their Chinese ID card numbers.

Most of the information is from two locations 
— Shufu county in Kashgar and Tekes county 
in Ili — where the researchers believe they 
have almost complete population data.

The Uyghur population of Xinjiang is around 
11 million, along with around four million 
people from other Turkic ethnic minorities. 
As such, the data likely represents only the 
tip of the iceberg.

Zenz said “tens of thousands” of people were 
listed as “detained” in the documents. The 
youngest was aged just 15.

“(This is) an inside scoop on the workings of 
a paranoid police state, and that›s absolutely 
frightening. The nature of this atrocity is 
becoming more and more clear.” said Adrian 
Zenz

CNN has sent a detailed request for comment 
to the Chinese government about the files, 
and the families highlighted in this article, but 
has not received a response.

The leaked police records mostly cover the 
period between 2016 and 2018, which was 
the peak of Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s 
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“Strike Hard” campaign against terrorism in 
Xinjiang.

The US government and UN estimated that 
up to two million Uyghurs and other ethnic 
minorities were detained in a giant network of 
internment camps, described by the Chinese 
government as “vocational training centers” 
designed to combat extremism.

These files provide a snapshot of that 
timeframe, but do not reflect the current 
situation.

After the first set of data was published in May, 
the Chinese government did not respond to 
specific questions about the files, but the 
Chinese embassy in Washington DC did 
issue a statement claiming Xinjiang residents 
lived a “safe, happy and fulfilling life,” which 
it said provided a “powerful response to all 
sorts of lies and disinformation on Xinjiang.”

At a press conference in late December, 
Xinjiang officials also claimed that “most” of the 
people identified in the leaked photographs 
were “living a normal life,” without specifying 
the fate of the rest. A woman who appeared 
in the files also claimed that she had “never 
been detained,” but had graduated from “a 
vocational college in June 2022,” just weeks 
after the documents were published.

‘It haunts you every day’
Over the past four years, CNN has gathered 
testimonies from dozens of overseas 
Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities, which 
included allegations of torture and rape inside 
the camp system. CNN also spoke to those 
abroad desperately seeking information 
about their loved ones.

Such information is usually incredibly hard 
for relatives to find. A sophisticated system 

of collective punishment threatens those in 
Xinjiang with detention if their families abroad 
even try to make a phone call.

“The black hole is the most terrifying thing,” 
Zenz said. “And that’s part of why the 
Chinese state creates this black hole. It’s the 
most terrifying thing that can be done. That 
you don’t even know the fate of a loved one, 
are they alive or dead.”

From different corners of the globe, the 
search tool enabled three Uyghur families to 
find detailed official data on their relatives for 
the first time.

For Mamatjan Juma, who lives just south of 
Washington DC in Virginia, the files provided 
“immense” information about his family, but 
also confirmed his worst fears — that they 
were found “guilty by association” with him.

As the deputy director for the Uyghur service 
of US-funded news organization Radio 
Free Asia, Juma has been highlighting the 
situation in Xinjiang for 16 years. He left 
China for the US in 2003, after being selected 
for an academic fellowship with the Ford 
Foundation.

“They called me a wanted terrorist, to be 
deported back to China,” Juma said. “My 
relatives (are) also demonized because 
of me, and then (they›re) not described as 
human beings.”

The files show that 29 members of Juma’s 
immediate and extended family had been 
detained — and in some cases sentenced to 
long jail terms — due to their connections to 
him.

Juma learned that all three of his brothers 
were imprisoned, one of whom was even 
pictured in a police mugshot.
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“He looked (like) he lost his soul. It broke my 
heart. It broke... my heart sank.” Mamatjan 
Juma, looking at his brother Eysajan’s 
mugshot.

He described his younger brother, Eysajan 
Juma, as “jubilant, very gregarious,” a 
sociable and likable person who was loved 
deeply, despite making “a lot of mistakes.” 
But Juma could no longer see those familiar 
traits in his brother’s eyes.

“I saw a defeated person,” Juma said. “He 
lost any of his emotions.”

In the files, Juma also discovered the details 

of his father’s death, which was described as 
the result of “various kinds of complications.”

“It was a very heartbreaking situation,” Juma 
said, through tears. “He was so proud of us, 
(but) we weren›t able to be with him at the 
time... it was very painful.”

Despite the disturbing revelations, Juma 
said he felt a sense of “relief” from seeing the 
files, which was “empowering” after years of 
not knowing.

“The bitterness of desperation dissipates,” 
he said. “The darkness of not knowing also 
disappears.”
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But Juma is still coming to terms with the 
enormity of the impact his departure from his 
homeland had on his family.

“Survivor’s guilt is very painful,” Juma said. 
“They are tied to you and they are persecuted; 
it’s not an easy feeling to digest.”

“It haunts you every day.”

Targeting geography teachers
Abduweli Ayup, a Uyghur scholar living in 
exile in Norway, doesn’t feel any relief from 
searching through the police files — only 
grief.

In fact, he wishes he had never seen them.

“Of course if I have this option, I choose to 
be ignorant, not to know. How can I dare to 
face this reality?” Abduweli Ayup, on finding 
family members’ records

Ayup, who ran a Uyghur language school in 
Kashgar, fled Xinjiang in August 2015 after 
spending time in jail as a political prisoner, 
where he told CNN he faced torture and 
gang rape.

He had already heard that his brother and 
sister — along with several others — had 
been targeted because of him, but the 
search database gave him the first official 
confirmation.

“This time the government document told me 
that yes, it is related to you, and it is your 
fault,” Ayup said, adding that he now feels 
“guilty and responsible.”

His sister, who taught geography at a high 
school for 15 years, was listed in the police 
files as one of 15,563 “blacklisted” people.

“I have learned that my younger sister, 
she got arrested,” Ayup said. “The reason 

is, she (is) accused of (being a) ‘double-
faced government official,’ and she (was) 
blacklisted because of me.”

Uyghurs working in government jobs in 
Xinjiang while continuing to practice their 
cultural beliefs were often accused of being 
“two-faced,” Ayup said, categorized as 
“traitors, not 100% loyal to the government.”

‘I will live in fear’
When she first used the new search tool, 
Marhaba Yakub Salay, a Uyghur living in 
Adelaide, Australia, found police records for 
two relatives she did not expect: her young 
niece and nephew, who were aged just 15 
and 12 when the files were made in 2017.

The nephew was labeled as a “Category 
2” person on the blacklist, described as a 
“highly suspicious accomplice” in “public 
security and terrorism cases.”

The files on Salay’s niece and nephew 
suggested they had traveled to at least one 
of 26 “suspicious” countries which included 
Syria and Afghanistan. Salay said that was 
not true — they had only ever traveled 
outside China to go on holiday to Malaysia.

“This is insane... this is terrible,” Salay said 
as she read through her nephew’s file. “He›s 
turning 18 in a couple of months’ time. Are 
they going to arrest him?”

Salay’s sister Mayila Yakufu — the mother of 
the children — was sentenced to 6.5 years 
in jail at the end of 2020, after she had spent 
several years in other camps.

Yakufu is accused of financing terrorism after 
she wired money to Salay and their parents in 
2013, so they could buy a house in Australia 
— which the family has proved with banking 
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records. Mayila and Marhaba’s brother left 
Xinjiang in 1998, and later died in an accident 
in Australia in 2007 — but his ID card was 
still cited as a suspicious connection to the 
children.

“I think the suspicion level (Category 2) 
is about my late brother, but they tried to 
connect my 12-year-(old) nephew with my 
brother, who passed away 15 years ago,” 
Salay said. “These two people, they have 
never met each other.”

“My heart is bleeding. I will live in fear, in the 
worry about when they›re going to take my 
niece and nephew.” Marhaba Yakub Salay, 
on finding family members’ records

‘Like a virus of the mind’
The extension of “guilt by association” to 
children reflects the paranoia which the 
Chinese state holds toward the Uyghur 
population, according to Zenz.

“The state considers the entire family to 
be tainted,” Zenz said. “And I think that›s 
consistent with how Xi Jinping and other 
officials (in) internal speeches have described 
Islam like a virus of the mind that infects 
people.”

As the families look through these files, their 
instinct is to search for logic and reasons for 
what happened to their loved ones. But they 
find only confusion.

“Guilt by association can work quite 
extensively, and the logic behind it is quite 
fuzzy and the reach is pervasive,” Zenz said.

This “fuzzy” logic was explained by a former 
Xinjiang police officer turned whistleblower, 
who told CNN in 2021 the idea had been 

to detain Uyghurs en masse first, and find 
reasons for the arrests later.

The ex-detective — who went by the name 
Jiang — said that 900,000 Uyghurs were 
rounded up in one year in Xinjiang, even 
though “none” of them had committed 
any crimes. He admitted torturing inmates 
during interrogations, adding that some of 
his colleagues acted like “psychopaths” to 
extract confessions to various crimes.

“Door by door, village by village, township 
by township, people got arrested. This is the 
evidence of crimes against humanity, this is 
the evidence of genocide, because (they) 
targeted an ethnicity.” said Abduweli Ayup

The US government has accused China 
of committing genocide in Xinjiang — and 
a report by the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights concluded that China may have 
carried out crimes against humanity. China 
has vigorously denied those allegations.

With this new deluge of leaked data, the 
researchers hope to add to the growing body 
of evidence on the policies inside Xinjiang 
— and they hope that providing widespread 
access to the files will drive renewed efforts by 
governments and human rights organizations 
to hold China accountable.

“I sincerely hope that this is going to inspire 
some hope among the Uyghurs,” Zenz said.

For Uyghur families around the world, 
desperate to be reunited, each one of the 
830,000 names represents a loved one.

“Beautiful souls are being destroyed behind 
those numbers,” Mamatjan Juma said. 
“There is suffering without any reason.”
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A Stone is Most Precious Where It Belongs by 
Gulchehra Hoja Review – A Powerful Testament 

of Uyghur Persecution
By Rachel Aspden, The Guardian, 2023.2.8

As a beautiful young TV star at the turn 
of the millennium, Gulchehra Hoja was 
highly valued by the Chinese state. She 
presented popular children’s programmes, 
was lavishly paid and mingled with 
influential media figures in Beijing. But by 
2017, she had been designated a terrorist 
and placed on China’s most wanted list. 
The next year, 24 of her family members 
disappeared in a single night, into the 
black hole of state detention.
A Stone Is Most Precious Where It 
Belongs is Hoja’s account of that dizzying 
journey from local celebrity to exiled 
activist living in the permanent shadow of 
a superpower’s revenge. It’s also a first-

hand testimony of China’s persecution of 
its Uyghur Muslim minority, which rights 
groups have described as constituting 
“crimes against humanity” and which the 
US designated a genocide in 2021.
Hoja grew up at China’s north-
westernmost limits, in the vast arid 
territory that the state calls the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region, but that 
Hoja and many other Uyghurs know as 
East Turkestan. In the regional capital of 
Urumqi, her family were “much closer to 
Kazakhstan than to Beijing”; they spoke 
Uyghur, a Turkic language written in an 
Arabic-derived script; followed Islam; and 
gathered for evenings of traditional music, 
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dance and communal feasting. But even 
as a young girl, Hoja realised that “there 
were always two lessons to be learned: 
what was in the CCP-issued schoolbooks, 
and then the real history, literature and 
culture, which could only be learned from 
people like my father, in private settings 
and in low voices”.
The facts of that history were so politically 
dangerous that within China they were 
erased altogether. Though the Uyghur 
homeland had been under Chinese 
military control since the 1750s, through 
the 19th and early 20th centuries it 
remained a turbulent and contested 
frontier. When the People’s Republic of 
China was established in 1949, the state 
launched a programme of colonisation 
by Han majority settlers. Uyghurs were 
portrayed as culturally and economically 
backward, exotic curiosities in need of 
first “civilisation”, then assimilation into 
the Chinese nation proper.
As a talented musician, dancer and actor 
from a prominent Uyghur family, in the 
1990s Hoja became the attractive face of 
the minority on Chinese state media. At 
first, despite her father’s warnings about 
“good comrades” – Uyghurs who had 
sold out to the government – she was 
determined to use her profile to benefit 
her community. Her memoir describes 
the horrifying, inexorable realisation, as 
time went on, that she was complicit in 
its destruction. In 2001, at the age of 28, 
she fled to the US and began to work for 
Radio Free Asia, reporting on human 
rights abuses in Xinjiang.

The first wave of retaliation against 
the family she left behind – arrests, 
interrogation, intimidation – was swift. It 
also coincided with the Chinese state’s 
leveraging of the “global war on terror” 
to frame Uyghur dissent as Islamist 
terrorism. After Xi Jinping took power 
in 2012, the repression intensified. 
By 2018 up to one million people had 
been detained in camps euphemised 
as “vocational skills education training 
centres”, with Uyghurs – among them 
Hoja’s parents and brother – subjected 
to abuses including torture, arbitrary 
arrest and enforced disappearances, 
sterilisation, family separation, forced 
labour, religious persecution and hi-tech 
mass surveillance.
The international response has been 
complicated by China’s far-reaching 
influence, but the abuses publicised by 
activists and journalists such as Hoja 
have increasingly become a PR liability 
for Beijing. In the past few years, China’s 
policy in the province has shown modest 
signs of change. It has claimed since 
2019 that the detention camps have been 
closed; and in late 2021 the party official 
who oversaw the worst of the crackdown 
was removed. A recent report found the 
Chinese government was using Uyghur 
social media influencers – “young women 
from ethnic minority communities sharing 
positive lifestyle content” – to whitewash 
human rights violations. Twenty-five 
years ago, Hoja was unwittingly one of 
their forerunners. This gripping memoir 
conveys the courage and cost of telling a 
truer story.



10

6 - 12 February 2023
Weekly Journal of Press

Uyghurs Assist Earthquake Relief Efforts in Turkiye
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