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China: Human rights defenders under fire 

before the Olympics

In recent months, Chinese authorities have cracked down on human rights advocates who might speak out before and during the Olympics. In the run-up to the Games, these crackdowns fly in the face of official promises to improve human rights by then. Here is the profile of some of those human rights defenders who like Gao Zhisheng are victims of threats and brutal repression.

Attorney Gao Zhisheng’s disappearance

On 22 September, around ten plainclothes officers and several police vehicles arrived at Gao Zhisheng’s home and took him away to an unknown destination.  Gao Zhisheng is a Christian human rights attorney but he was also defending the lawyer of some Falun Gong practitioners. The visit to Gao Zhisheng’s house by state security personnel is apparently linked to his issuing of an open letter to the US Congress on 13 September drawing attention to the deterioration of the human rights situation and stating that he could not support the country’s staging of the 2008 Olympics. By 10 0ctober, his whereabouts were still unknown.

Gao has been under house arrest since his December 2006 conviction for “inciting subversion,” serving a sentence of three years with five years probation for his human rights defense work. In February 2006, he has held a hunger-strike protest to draw attention to the plight of several other activists who had been victims of human rights violations. He had also published an open letter to the authorities calling for religious freedom and an end of the “barbaric” persecution of Falun Gong practitioners. The authorities had already suspended the operations of his law firm, the Shenszhi Law Office, and revoked his law license in late 2005. Unusually, the court ruled that his three-year prison sentence should be suspended for five years, meaning that he would not be imprisoned unless he commits a criminal offence during that period.

The regime ordered at least four secret police to maintain continuous intimate man-to-man surveillance on his 3-year-old son. His 12-year-old daughter was “privileged” to an even higher level of treatment with six to ten male and female secret police at her heels day and night, month after month, even when she was in the classroom. All his family members have been followed around by secret police and have been illegally detained many times. During this period, his wife and children suffered repeated brutal assaults.

In April 2007, Gao Zhisheng reported that he had been treated harshly during his 4-month custody period in 2006. He then only agreed to confess to his ‘crime’ in order to protect his family.

In the context of the Delegation of the National People’s Congress visit to the European Parliament on 24-28 September 2007, Vice-president of the European Parliament, Mr. McMillan-Scott firmly complained that all the Chinese with whom he had contact during a visit to Beijing in May 2006 – while preparing a report on democracy and human rights for the Foreign Affairs Committee - had been arrested. Three were imprisoned (Gao Zhisheng, Cao Dong, sentenced to five years imprisonment, and Ms. Zhang Lianying), and two were reported to have been tortured: Zhang Lianying, an adherent of the Falun Gong detained at the Beijing Women’s Labor Camp since 14 June 2005, was beaten into a coma on 20 March 2007. Mr. McMillan-Scott pressed the delegation for their immediate release. 
Attorney Li Heping, victim of torture
On 29 September, Attorney Li Heping was kidnapped and tortured for nearly six hours. Li, who defended victims of religious persecution and other human rights abuses out of his office in Beijing’s Chaoyang district, said the unidentified men covered his head with a cloth bag and pushed him into a car without a license plate at his workplace parking lot. They took him to a basement in a Beijing suburb.

There, several people took turns to beat him brutally, slapped his face, hit him on the head with water bottles, and kicked him. They ordered him to stop practicing law, beat him and struck him with high-voltage electric batons for nearly five hours. They yelled to him with a standard Beijing accent: ‘All your family should get the hell out of Beijing. Sell your house and car and get out of Beijing!’”

At 1 a.m. on Sunday (September 30), the men dropped him off in a small wooded area near Xiatangshan. When he returned home, he found materials for a human rights case, cell phone cards and portable hard disks missing. His notebook computer drives had been wiped clean.

While the men were unidentified, one of the attackers said they belonged to the Beijing State Security Bureau.

Li Heping has built a reputation for defending sensitive cases, including Christians arrested for unofficial house church activities, members of the banned Falun Gong spiritual movement, alleged victims of forced eviction and independent writers. He was defence lawyer for dissident Yang Zili, and imprisoned environmentalist Tan Kai, and has appealed to the authorities on behalf of Gao Zhisheng.

Li Heping had been invited, along with six other human rights lawyers and activists from China, to meet with US officials in Washington. in October 2005.

Chen Guangcheng, a blind human rights defender (*)

When Chen Guangcheng, a blind man and a human rights defender, learned of family planning abuses – forced abortions and sterilizations - in Linyi City, Shandong Province through his own investigation, he made public the CCP’s practice. Their reaction was not to stop the continuation of these crimes committed throughout the entire country, but to exert brutal persecution against him, his wife, their young son, and her elderly mother in her seventies.

The Chinese regime officially released figures that the birth control policy has helped prevent 400 million births in the last 20 years. Common people who have not obeyed the policy have received extremely harsh punishment. 

Chen helped local villagers in their attempt to sue the local authorities in Linyi city for carrying out an illegal policy of forced abortions and sterilizations which reportedly affected thousands of local women. Chen has suffered severe beating, illegal detentions, false accusations, and his family has also encountered endless harassment and persecution. 

Guo Feixiong, a human rights defender heavily tortured

Guo is a human rights defender of complete integrity in both personality and conduct. In two years, Guo was detained three times, during which he had his first hunger strike for 40 days and second for 59 days. 

According to Guo’s attorney Mo Shaoping, during a prison visit on September 29, 2006, Guo told him that he was subjected to around-the-clock interrogation for 13 days. Guo had gone on hunger strike for 15 days in protest against the torture he had received since his detainment on September 14, on suspicion of ‘illegal business activity.’ 

During his detention, he was subjected to physical abuse and was handcuffed and shackled to his bed for 42 days. Guo experienced the worst treatment after being transferred to a detention center in Shenyang City, Liaoning Province. There interrogators heavily beat him, shackled his hands behind his back, and sat him on a tiger bench or stool. As a result, overpressure from the torture damaged his shoulder joints. Even more brutally, the police, headed by Tao Zhongge and Yang Naixin, applied a high-voltage electric baton to his genitals. On August 7, Guo told his attorney that this brutality of viciously and continuously striking his genitalia damaged his health and lead to incurable injury on his body. 
On February 12, 2007, they extorted a confession from Guo after they used electric batons to beat his genitals, but they were not quite satisfied. On the night of March 19, police officers dragged him into the secret place where he was interrogated the last time and reportedly beat him. They tortured him the same way they would treat a death prisoner-- with his face covered up and hands tied, they beat him fiercely; moreover, they reached the electric baton into his pants and struck his genitals for approximately five or six minutes continuously.

Attorney Enchong Zheng (*)

Recently, 215 courageous Shanghai citizens, including the renowned human rights lawyer Enchong Zheng, wrote an open letter to CCP’s chairman Hu Jintao, enumerating the crimes committed by the political clique in Shanghai that had harmed people’s personal rights and property rights to the extremes. They wrote in their open letter: “By hook or by crook, they drove 2.8 million Shanghai citizens from the center of the city to the suburban area, and forcibly confiscated the farm land and tore down the residences originally belonging to one million farmers in the suburb.” 

For more than a decade, Shanghai has been the origin and center of forceful land appropriation and coercive residence tear-downs to force people to move. In the past two years alone, the city government of Shanghai organized 4,000 cadres from the appeals office to serve as a large-scale “blocking” force to prevent victims from appealing; the government also organized a “roughneck team” to commit violence against civilians in order to implement the city’s plan to appropriate land. Civilians’ bodies were brutalized; sometimes their lives were taken away; all channels to appeal were completed blocked. 

Since 2006, citizens beaten to death include Huimin Duan, Ronglin Du, Rong Dai, Xiaoming Chen, and others. Some were detained in mental hospitals where they suffered severe mental torture. In this two-year period, civilians who have had their homes ransacked include Dahua Zhou, Yalian Ma, and 14 other families, including two anonymous families. Mentally sound individuals who were held in mental hospitals include Xinjuan Liu (detained six times), Chunxiang Lu (detained twice), and Lingling Hong (still detained as of now). 

So far in 2007, three people have been beaten to death. They were Huimin Duan, Xiaoming Chen, and Dahua Zhou.

Dr. Li Baiguang, a Christian lawyer defending peasants 

Dr. Li Baiguang, chairman of Human Without Frontiers/ Southeast Asia since this year, has been providing legal assistance to 

· over 5,000 peasants from three villages of Fuzhou City, Minhou County, Fujian Province, since January 2003;

· Chen Guangcheng, the blind human rights defender since July 2003;

· peasants from four villages of Lin Puzhou, Chengmen Town, Cangshan District, Fujian Province, since October 2003;

· over 100,000 peasants from six other villages (Fu’an City, Ningde Region, Fujian Province) since April 2004;

who were forced out of their lands.

He also provided legal services to over 20,000 Manchu ethnic migrants from Tangshan City (Hebei Province) and to over 18,000 Manchu ethnic migrants from Qinghuangdao City (Hebei Province) since November 2003.

Since February 2004, he has been acting as the attorney of Liu Jie, a farmer from Xunke Farm, Heilongjiang Province, to manage her action filed against the State Council and to write an open letter thereon to Premier Wen Jia-Bao, which resulted in the removal of a number of executive governmental officials of Heilongjiang Province.

Since July 2004, he has been providing legal services to ethnic migrants in Nanjia Town, Jianhe County, Miao and Tong Ethnic Autonomous Region, Qiandongnan State, Guizhou Province.

From 13 to 20 March 1998, Dr. Li Baiguang was detained by Hainan Provincial Security Bureau because of his attempt to register a political party at Hainan Department of Civil Affairs. On 24 March 2001, he was arrested by Beijing police and imprisoned for three days because of his appeal in favor of the “Four Honored Men”, including Yang Zi-Li. From 14 December 2004 to 21 January 2005, he was detained by Fu’an Municipal Bureau of Public Security because of his legal assistance to Fu’an peasants who appealed to dismiss the Secretary of Fu’an Communist Party Committee.

(*) Excerpts from Attorney Gao Zhisheng’s letter to the U.S. Congress and Senate.

Sources:  Amnesty International’s Urgent Action on Gao Zhisheng (28 September 2007) - AI Index: ASA 17/046/2007  (3 October 2007) - Gao Zhisheng’s letter to the U.S. Congress and Senate.

