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China hits back as it faces growing 
criticism of its human rights
record, treatment of Uyghurs

By Sean Mantesso, 1

China says the claim of atrocities against Uyghurs is “the biggest lie of 
the century”.(Reuters: Lucy Nicholson)

It’s not unusual for sparks to 
fly when foreign ministry spo-
kesman Zhao Lijian takes to 
the podium for China’s daily 
foreign ministry press confe-
rence. 

Last week, a report handed 
down by the Biden administ-
ration, which included China 
on a list of nations accused of 
human rights abuses, provoked 
an attack dotted with langua-
ge that sounded like it could 
be out of former United States 
president Donald Trump’s play-
book.
Mr Zhao said the accusation 
that China was committing at-
rocities against ethnic Uyghurs 
in Xinjiang was “the biggest lie 
of the century”, labelling the 
report “nothing more than a 
piece of waste paper”.
Instead, he said, when it came 
to genocide and crimes against 
humanity, “’the ‘hat’ is a perfe-
ct fit for the United States”.
“[America] should not forget 
the African Americans who 
died in the Tulsa massacre 100 

years ago, the Indians who were expelled and slaughtered 
during the Westward movement, and the cries of people 
like George Floyd.”
Similar criticisms have become increasingly common and 
it’s tirades like these that have cemented Mr Zhao’s reputa-
tion as one of Beijing’s most effective “wolf warriors”.
Last weekend, China’s mission to the United Nations delive-
red a furious attack against Australia’s human rights record 
too.
As pressure mounts on China over accusations of widespre-
ad human rights abuses in Xinjiang, arbitrary detention of 
dissidents and the erosion of freedoms in Hong Kong, Bei-
jing is hitting back.
Human rights experts warn Beijing is mounting a sophisti-
cated campaign to both deflect scrutiny away from China’s 
government, and upend established norms and definitions 
around human rights.
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Human Rights Watch China director Sophie Ric-
hardson says, “Beijing is seeking to neutralise UN 
human rights mechanisms”, while also trying to 
highlight the human rights failures of its rivals, th-
rough its diplomats and its media.

‘People in the US want human rights more than 
they want life’
In February this year, China’s Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi became the first Chinese official to add-
ress the UN’s Human Rights Council.
Much of the speech was devoted to defending Chi-
na’s record in Xinjiang and Hong Kong.
But it also gave us a glimpse of how Beijing views 
— and how it wants the world to view — human 
rights.
“Socialism with Chinese characteristics … [has] 
found the path of human rights development that 
suits China’s national conditions and needs,” he 
said.
“[Nations] must promote and protect human righ-
ts in light of their national realities and the needs 
of their people.”
Yun Jiang, managing editor of China in the World 
at the Australian National University (ANU), said 
the CCP hailed its economic success “as evidence 
for China’s human rights achievements”.

“In their view, ignoring some individual rights is 
necessary in order to ensure collective rights,” 
she said.

It differs from the view that some rights are uni-
versal, and Ms Jiang said “some of the human ri-
ghts framing that the CCP has been doing is quite 
widely accepted in China”.
She said some in China have commented that “pe-
ople in the US want human rights more than life”, 
after widespread resistance to COVID-19 lockdown 
measures in the name of freedom.
But for those who don’t agree, there is no room 
for debate, she said. 
“From their own perspective, only the CCP can 
ensure the human rights for people in China, and 

only the CCP can speak for people in Chi-
na,” Ms Jiang said.
Alarmingly for international observers, 
China is seeking to rewrite procedures 
at the UN that would not only shield Be-
ijing from criticism on human rights, but 
all governments. 

‘Systematically trying to undermine 
and weaken’ human rights institutions
Ted Piccone, chief engagement officer at 
the World Justice Project, has paid close 
attention to China’s rising role in the in-
ternational human rights arena. 
“In the last five to seven years, we’re se-
eing a much different China under Xi Jin-
ping … China has gone on the offence, 
most particularly in the human rights 
system,” he said.
Since 2018 when China became a mem-
ber of the UN Human Rights Council, 
their diplomats have pursued resoluti-
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ons that are “systematically trying to under-
mine and weaken” the organisation, he said. 
“[The resolutions] take what has been largely 
a process of calling nations out on their viola-
tions into something that they call ‘mutually 
beneficial cooperation’, which is a term that 
really means only states can criticise each ot-
her,” Mr Piccone said.
He said China wants to make human rights a 
bilateral issue, one that is dealt with between 
nations, rather than subject to independent 
and broad international scrutiny.
“It should all be done behind doors — diplo-
macy. That’s China’s preference for how to do 
human rights.”
And they’re finding willing partners to sup-
port its resolutions. 
The UN Human Rights Council includes Syria, 
Venezuela and Russia as current member sta-
tes alongside China — all of whom are accu-
sed of gross human rights violations.
“[These countries] like the idea of sovereignty 
and non-interference in internal affairs, most 
nation-states do,” Mr Piccone said.

‘A cold day in hell’ before Beijing would ac-
cept scrutiny
Chinese state media has been on the offen-
sive to highlight human rights failures in the 
West too.
Over the course of three days in late May th-
rough to early June, China’s English-language 
broadcaster CGTN published more than a do-
zen stories about the 100-year anniversary of 
the Tulsa massacre in the US. 
Notably, it published nothing on or around 
June 4 about the anniversary of the Tianan-
men Square massacre in Beijing.
Meanwhile, state-run tabloid the Global Ti-
mes has been equally vocal, publishing do-
zens of stories and graphics highlighting 
historical and contemporary human rights fa-
ilures in the US, Australia, the UK and Canada 

Under Xi Jinping, China has gone on the offensive over 
human rights.(AP: Andy Wong)

China became a member of the UN Human Rights 
Council in 2018.(Reuters: Thomas Peter)

this year alone. 
Ms Richardson said scrutiny of human righ-
ts in any country was welcome, but it would 
be a “cold day in hell before Beijing is willing 
to accept” a similar level of scrutiny over its 
own alleged abuses.
Despite repeated attempts at establishing an 
independent investigation, the UN has failed 
to gain full access to Xinjiang to assess claims 
of human rights abuses against ethnic mino-
rities.
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UK parliament in session (Photo/Sky Sports)

“China so far has succeeded in bloc-
king any serious independent scrutiny 
of what’s going on there, and the si-
tuation is getting worse,” Mr Piccone 
said.

Meanwhile, China’s mission to the UN 
has attacked America’s record on race 
relations in recent times and called for 
an international investigation.
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
last week welcomed further scrutiny 
and announced a formal invitation for 
UN investigators.
And last month China’s representative 
on the UN Human Rights Council urged 
an investigation into Canada’s historic 
treatment of Indigenous people.
Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trude-
au responded.
“Where is China’s truth and reconcili-
ation commission? Where is the open-
ness that Canada has always shown 
and the responsibility that Canada has 
taken for the terrible mistakes of the 
past?”

‘We can’t afford to alienate them’
With more economic and military clout 
than ever before, China is applying 
pressure to other nations to conform 
to its human rights agenda.
When Ukraine was poised to join more 
than 40 other countries in a joint sta-
tement condemning China’s treatment 
of ethnic Uyghurs earlier this month, 
Beijing intervened. 
“The Chinese government made very 
clear that if Ukraine went ahead and 
joined that kind of initiative, it could 
not expect to get Chinese made vacci-
nes [that had been offered],” Ms Ric-
hardson said. 
Ukraine subsequently withdrew — and 

The UN has failed to gain full access to East Turkis-
tan to assess claims of human rights abuses against 

ethnic minorities.(Reuters: Ben Blanchard)

days later signed a new investment deal with China. 
More broadly, Ms Richardson said Chinese develop-
ment projects were also being tied to support on hu-
man rights. 
“I can tell you this — very few of the governments 
that we talked to … believe the Chinese govern-
ment’s narrative about how it is treating Uyghurs,” 
she said. 
“But they will also say to us ‘we need that aid pac-
kage, we need that trade deal, we need those vac-
cines, we need the BRI [Belt and Road Initiative] 
investment, and we literally just can’t afford to alie-
nate them’.” 
Mr Piccone said human rights had always been po-
liticised, and despite their flaws, that’s what makes 
bodies like the UN Human Rights Council so impor-
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The Uyghur inmates sat in uniform 
rows with their legs crossed in lotus po-
sition and their backs ramrod straight, 
numbered and tagged, gazing at a te-
levision playing grainy black-and-whi-
te images of Chinese Communist Party 
history.
This is one of an estimated 240 cells in 

Human Rights Watch says Chinese development pro-
jects are being tied to support on human rights.(AP: 

Andrea Verdelli/Pool Photo)

tant. 
“They have value from the point of 
view of reminding states what tho-
se obligations are, interpreting them, 
applying them to real-world situati-
ons,” he said.
“The most important thing is to coun-
ter this idea that there’s such a thing 
as ‘human rights with Chinese chara-
cteristics’.”
Human rights, Mr Piccone added, are 
universal. 
The ABC approached China’s UN mis-
sion and its Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
for comment.

Room for 10,000:
Inside China’s largest

detention centre

The detention centre is the largest in the country and possibly the 
world, with a complex that sprawls over 220 acres — making it 

twice as large as Vatican City

AP, Dabancheng, JUL 22 2021

just one section of Urumqi No. 3 Detention Centre 
in Dabancheng, seen by Associated Press journa-
lists granted extraordinary access during a state-led 
tour to China’s far west Xinjiang region.
The detention centre is the largest in the country 
and possibly the world, with a complex that sprawls 
over 220 acres — making it twice as large as Vati-
can City. A sign at the front identified it as a “kans-
housuo,” a pre-trial detention facility.
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tempt to move from the makeshift and extrajudicial “trai-
ning centres” into a more permanent system of prisons and 
pre-trial detention facilities justified under the law. Whi-
le some Uyghurs have been released, others have simply 
been moved into this prison network.
However, researchers say many innocent people were of-
ten thrown in detention for things like going abroad or at-
tending religious gatherings.
Darren Byler, an anthropologist studying the Uighurs at the 
University of Colorado, noted that many prisoners have not 
committed “real crimes by any standards,” and that they 
go through a “show” trial without due process.
“We’re moving from a police state to a mass incarceration 
state. Hundreds of thousands of people have disappeared 
from the population,” Byler said. “It’s the criminalization of 
normal behavior.”
During the April tour of No. 3 in Dabancheng, officials repe-
atedly distanced it from the “training centres” that Beijing 
claims to have closed.
“There was no connection between our detention centre 
and the training centres,” insisted Urumqi Public Security 
Bureau director Zhao Zhongwei.
“There’s never been one around here.” They also said the 
No. 3 centre was proof of China’s commitment to rehabili-
tation and the rule of law, with inmates provided hot me-
als, exercise, access to legal counsel and televised classes 
lecturing them on their crimes.
Rights are protected, officials say, and only lawbreakers 
need worry about detention. “See, the BBC report said this 

Chinese officials declined to say 
how many inmates were there, 
saying the number varied. But 
the AP estimated the centre 
could hold roughly 10,000 pe-
ople and many more if crow-
ded, based on satellite imagery 
and the cells and benches seen 
during the tour. While the BBC 
and Reuters have in the past 
reported from the outside, the 
AP was the first Western media 
organization allowed in.
This site suggests that China 
still holds and plans to hold 
vast numbers of Uighurs and 
other mostly Muslim minorities 
in detention. Satellite imagery 
shows that new buildings stret-
ching almost a mile long were 
added to the Dabancheng de-
tention facility in 2019.
China at first denied their exis-
tence, and then, under heavy 
international criticism, said in 
2019 that all the occupants had 
“graduated.”
But the AP’s visit to Dabanc-
heng, satellite imagery and 
interviews with experts and 
former detainees suggest that 
while many “training centres” 
were indeed closed, some like 
this one were simply converted 
into prisons or pre-trial detenti-
on facilities.
Many new facilities have also 
been built, including a new 85-
acre detention centres down 
the road from No. 3 in Daban-
cheng that went up over 2019, 
satellite imagery shows.
The changes seem to be an at-

Security guards stand at the gates of what is officially 
known as a vocational skills education centre in Huocheng 

County. Credit: Reuters file photo
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was a re-education camp. It’s not - it’s a de-
tention centre,” said Liu Chang, an official 
with the foreign ministry.
However, despite the claims of officials, the 
evidence shows No. 3 was indeed an intern-
ment camp. A Reuters picture of the entran-
ce in September 2018 shows that the facility 
used to be called the “Urumqi Vocational 
Skills Education and Training centre”.
Publicly available documents collected by 
Shawn Zhang, a law student in Canada, con-
firm that a centre by the same name was 
commissioned to be built at the same loca-
tion in 2017.
Records also show that Chinese conglome-
rate Hengfeng Information Technology won 
an $11 million contract for outfitting the 
Urumqi “training centre”. A man who answe-
red a number for Hengfeng confirmed the 
company had taken part in the of the “tra-
ining centre,” but Hengfeng did not respond 
to further requests for comment.
A former construction contractor who visited 
the Dabancheng facility in 2018 told the AP 
that it was the same as the “Urumqi Vocatio-
nal Skills Education and Training centre,” and 
had been converted to a detention facility in 
2019, with the nameplate switched. He dec-
lined to be named for fear of retaliation aga-
inst his family. “All the former students inside 
became prisoners,” he said.
The vast complex is ringed by 25-feet-tall 
concrete walls painted blue, watchtowers, 
and humming electric wire. Officials led AP 
journalists through the main entrance, past 
face-scanning turnstiles and rifle-toting gu-
ards in military camouflage.
In one corner of the compound, masked in-
mates sat in rigid formation. Most appeared 
to be Uighur. Zhu Hongbin, the centre’s di-
rector, rapped on one of the cell’s windows. 
At the control room, staff gazed at a wall-to-
wall, God’s-eye display of some two dozen 

screens streaming footage from each cell. 
Another panel played programming from 
state broadcaster CCTV, which Zhu said was 
being shown to the inmates.
“We control what they watch,” Zhu said. “We 
can see if they’re breaking regulations, or if 
they might hurt or kill themselves.”
The centre also screens video classes, Zhu 
said, to teach them about their crimes. “They 
need to be taught why it’s bad to kill people, 
why it’s bad to steal,” Zhu said.
Twenty-two rooms with chairs and com-
puters allow inmates to chat with lawyers, 
relatives, and police via video, as they are 
strapped to their seats. Down the corridor, 
an office houses a branch of the Urumqi pro-
secutor’s office, in another sign of the switch 
to a formal prison system.
A nearby medical room contains a gurney, 
a tank of oxygen and a cabinet stocked with 
medicine. Guidelines hanging on the wall ins-
truct staff on the proper protocol to deal with 
sick inmates – and also to force-feed inmates 
on hunger strikes by inserting tubes up their 
noses.
Zhao, the other official, said inmates are held 
for 15 days to a year before trial depending 
on their suspected crime, and the legal pro-
cess is the same as in the rest of China. He 
said the centre was built to house inmates 
away from the city because of safety concer-
ns.
Urumqi No. 3 Detention centre is comparable 
in size to Rikers Island in New York City, but 
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the region serves less than four million peop-
le compared to nearly 20 million for Rikers. 
At least three other detention centres are 
sprinkled across Urumqi, along with ten or 
more prisons.
The No. 3 centre did not appear to be at full 
capacity; one section was closed, officials 
said, and six to ten inmates sat in each cell, 
taking up only half the benches. But the la-
test official government statistics available, 
for 2019, show that there were about twice 
as many arrests in Xinjiang that year than be-
fore the crackdown started in 2017. Hundreds 
of thousands have been sentenced to prison, 
many to terms of five years or more. Xu Gu-
ixiang, a Xinjiang spokesperson, the higher 
incarceration rates “severe measures” in the 
“war against terror.” “Of course, during this 
process, the number of people sentenced in 
accordance with the law will increase. This is 
a concrete indication of our work efficiency,” 
Xu said. “By taking these measures, terrorists 
are more likely to be brought to justice.” But 
many relatives of those imprisoned say they 
were sentenced on spurious charges, and ex-
perts caution that the opacity of the Xinjiang 
legal system is a flag. Although China makes 
legal records easily accessible otherwise, al-
most 90 percent of criminal records in Xinji-
ang are not public. The handful which have 
leaked show that some are charged with 
“terrorism” or “separatism” for acts flag. Alt-
hough China makes legal records easily ac-
cessible otherwise, almost 90 percent of cri-
minal records in Xinjiang are not public. The 
handful which have leaked show that some 
are charged with “terrorism” or “separa-
tism” acts few would consider criminal, such 
as warning colleagues against watching porn 
and swearing, or praying in prison.
Researcher Gene Bunin found that Uighurs 
were made to sign confessions for what the 
authorities called “terrorist activities.” Some 
were subsequently released, including one 

detained in the Dabancheng facility, a relati-
ve told The Associated Press, declining to be 
named to avoid retribution against the for-
mer detainee.
Others were not. Police reports obtained by 
the Intercept detail the case of eight Uighurs 
in one Urumqi neighborhood detained in the 
“Dabancheng” facility in 2017 for reading 
religious texts, installing filesharing applica-
tions, or simply being an “untrustworthy per-
son”. In late 2018, the reports show, prosecu-
tors summoned them to makeshift meetings 
and sentenced them to two to five years of 
“study.” AP journalists did not witness any 
signs of torture or beating at the facility, and 
were unable to speak directly to any former 
or current detainees.
But a Uyghur who had fled Xinjiang, Zumret 
Dawut, said a now-deceased friend who wor-
ked at Dabancheng had witnessed treatment 
so brutal that she fainted. The friend, Paride 
Amati, said she had seen a pair of teens for-
ced to sign confessions claiming they were 
involved in terrorism while studying in Egypt, 
and their skin had been beaten bloody and 
raw.
A teacher at the Dabancheng facility also cal-
led it “worse than hell,” according to a colle-
ague at a different camp, Qelbinur Sedik. The 
teacher said that during classes she could 
hear the sounds of people being tortured 
with electric batons and iron chairs, accor-
ding to Sedik.
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The reason Tursunjan Nurmamat is detained 
and under investigation is unclear.
A Uyghur research scientist at a Chinese 
university in Shanghai who suddenly went 
silent in April after an active presence on so-
cial media has been confirmed detained, the 
latest of many intellectuals from Xinjiang to 
disappear from public life into internment 
camps or prisons.

Tursunjan Nurmamat, who had lived in the 
United States between 2009 and 2018 and 
earned doctorate from the University of 
Wyoming, has been in police custody for th-
ree months, according to sources at Tongji 
University, where he had worked since July 
2018.
An official at Tongji University in Shanghai 
confirmed that Tursunjan is in custody and 
under police investigation.
“This is currently in the process of investiga-

Accounts of conditions in detention cent-
res elsewhere in Xinjiang vary widely: some 
describe restrictive conditions but no physical 
abuse, while others say they were tortured. 
Such accounts are difficult to verify indepen-
dently, and the Xinjiang authorities deny all 
allegations of abuse.
Chinese officials also continue to deny that 

they are holding Uighurs on false charges. 
Down the road from the No. 3 centre, high 
walls and guard towers were visible in the 
same location as the new detention facility 
shown in satellite imagery.
When asked what it was, officials pleaded 
ignorance. “We don’t know what it is,” they 
said.

US-Trained Uyghur Scientist
Found Detained 

After His WeChat Went Silent
RFA, 2021-07-20

Uyghur research scientist Tursunjan Nurma-
mat in an undated photo.
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tion,” he said. “We know basic details, but 
nothing else. The Public Security Bureau is 
not talking with us,” the official said.
When RFA asked for the name of the Uyg-
hur instructor detained from the school, a 
second university staff member mentioned 
Tursunjan, who was born in 1985 in Yarkand 
(in Chinese, Shache) county in Kashgar in the 
far west of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 
Region (XUAR).
Tursunjan, who did postdoctoral research in 
Texas and California, is the latest in a growing 
number of Uyghur intellectual, cultural, and 
religious thought leaders to be incarcerated 
in the XUAR in what experts say is a larger 
Chinese effort to erase Muslim and Uyghur 
culture and force the 12 million Uyghurs to 
assimilate.
The jailing of Uyghur cultural leaders, which 
has gotten increasingly heavy-handed since 
2016, is part of a set of policies has been de-
emed by the U.S. and others as constituting 
genocide that also includes forced labor at 
factories and farms, forced birth control, and 
the detention of up to 1.8 million Uyghurs in 
a network of internment camps.
Abduweli Ayup, founder of Uyghur Hjelp, a 
Norway-based Uyghur advocacy and aid or-
ganization which maintains a list of detained 
Uyghur intellectuals, wrote on Twitter in June 
that Tursunjan had disappeared from Chine-
se social media two months earlier.
Abduweli told RFA he tried to investigate, but 
could not obtain much information on the 
academic, who he said focused on his stu-
dies in molecular and cellular life science in 
his work and avoided involvement in political 
activities while he was in the U.S.

Tursunjan, who also goes by the pen name 
Bilge, started a job at Tongji University in July 
2018 and continued to post regularly online 
until he stopped doing so in early April, said 
Abduweli.
Among Tursunjan’s last posts to his WeChat 
account was a photo of his mother, wife, and 
daughter celebrating International Women’s 
Day on March 8.
During the first week of April, he also posted 
on WeChat that he was happy to have been 
transferred to a new job at Cell Research, a 
Chinese monthly peer-reviewed scientific 
journal covering cell biology.
But soon after Tursunjan announced that he 
had begun working at Cell Research, his name 
disappeared from the publication’s website.
“At that point we began to worry that Tursun-
jan had been detained,” Abduweli said.
“We spread the news on social media, and 
then, after looking into Tursunjan’s situation, 
we were able to obtain a bit of information 
about it. Ultimately, we are concerned about 
what has happened to Tursunjan,” said Ab-
duweli.
Abduweli and several of Tursunjan’s friends in 
the U.S. wrote to the publishers of Cell Rese-
arch and received a response that the journal 
was unable to provide personal information 
about its editors.
RFA sent an email to the journal on July 17 as-
king for information about Tursunjan but has 
not yet received a response.

Reported by Shohret Hoshur for RFA’s Uyghur 
Service. Translated by the Uyghur Service. 
Written in English by Roseanne Gerin.


