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Freedom of religion and belief in China

Assessment of religious freedom in China

By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers Int’l

On the eve of the Olympic Games, China makes a lot of efforts to convince the international community that progress in human rights and in religious freedom follows and will follow the same pace as its economic development. Nothing is so far away from the reality.

When in 2001 the International Olympic Committee awarded the 2008 Olympic Games to Beijing, it did so because the Beijing bidding committee pledged that the hosting of the Games “will help the development of human rights” and most notably, “there will be no restrictions on media reporting and movement of journalists up to and including the Olympic Games”.

Ten months before the Olympics are to start there has been no tangible improvement of human rights in China. The human rights defenders, usually lawyers, and their families are put under surveillance, silenced, threatened, intimidated, beaten by “unknown assailants, put under house arrest, prosecuted and sent to prison. Journalists cannot meet them and if they can, the regime crushes them under its repressive system. Ordinary citizens who want to defend their rights are submitted to the same treatment. Since 2001, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, the Chinese Government had not ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which includes provisions protecting freedom of religion and belief and the right to profess and practice it individually and collectively; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, the Chinese Government only recognized the legal existence of five religions while all the others were either just tolerated or officially banned, like the Falun Gong; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, the Chinese Government considered illegal the Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, Buddhist and Taoist communities that had not registered with the appropriate religious organizations under the control of the Communist Party, i.e. the Chinese Buddhist Association, the Catholic Patriotic Association, the Protestant Three-Self Patriotic Movement, the Chinese Islamic Association and the Chinese Taoist Association; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, members of religious communities which did not want to register with the state-controlled religious organizations or whose applications were rejected were denied the right to enjoy freedom of assembly and freedom of worship. Those communities were considered illegal, their pastors and their members were facing heavy fines and imprisonment if they gathered for a religious service; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, religious communities and their faithful were living under restrictive laws that were not consistent with international standards; since then, there has not been any progress. Not only these laws have not been repealed but new sets of regulations have been adopted which further restrict the freedom of all state-sanctioned religions.
In 2001, the clerics of all recognized religions were only allowed to preach inside designated temples, churches and mosques; since then, there has not been any progress. 
In 2001, Catholic priests were not allowed to minister their communities in communion with Rome; since then, there has not been any change.

In 2001, the Chinese Government was controlling the appointment of Catholic bishops; since then, there has not been any substantial progress. 

In 2001, Tibetan Buddhists and their clergy were not allowed to express their religious devotion to the Dalai Lama and to have access to him; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, the Chinese Government was keeping the Panchen Lama appointed by the Dalai Lama in state custody and had appointed its own. Since then, not only there has not been any progress but the situation has even worsened as it has taken the control of the selection process of the Panchen Lama, including its identification and its religious and patriotic training.

In 2001, the one-child policy imposed by the state was violating the right of believers of various religions to abide by the ethical standards of their faith; since then, there has not been any progress.

In 2001, the Chinese Government was turning a deaf ear to UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion and Belief, Ms Asma Jahangir, who needed an official invitation to carry out a fact-finding mission about the alleged violations of religious freedom in China; since then, there has not been any progress.
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